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ABSTRACT  
 
In mid-1976 following the Soweto riots a group of women that were part of the newly formed 
Federation of Black Women were detained under Section 6 of the Terrorism Act at the Women’s 
Jail in Johannesburg. Fatima Meer was one of these women and she created twenty paintings and 
drawings in secret during this time to show the realities of prison life during her incarceration.  
 
My report examines firstly how these paintings have been displayed at the Women’s jail in relation 
to the history of the site and then explores how these either add to or detract from the way visitors 
experience and understand the space of the prison. I argue that Meer’s paintings were not only a 
way of documenting the realities of prison life but rather an act of defiance that challenged a 
masculine and narrowly political representation of the history of the liberation struggle. The 
paintings provided the basis for us to explore a cultural, rather than a narrowly political, narrative 
that suggests other dimensions of opposition to apartheid, making for a richer, more diverse, 
narrative that is inclusive towards both women and men is conscious of curatorial practices that 
could make for a fuller visitor experience and participation. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
The Constitution Hill precinct was established in 2004 and became a site with many functions to 
fulfil – it is part of an international network of Sites of Conscience; Constitution Hill is intended to 
play a role in local urban regeneration of Hillbrow. It was conceived of as a tourist destination; a 
learning centre and finally the site of the Constitutional Court. But the culmination of democratic 
ideals – for which it stands- has created contradictions that could in some ways influence the way in 
which audiences understand and experience the space. This particular site has the potential to tell 
multiple narratives that would give a range of vastly different stories an opportunity to be heard 
within the museum narrative. But at the moment it portrays clear tensions that exist between the 
nation building agenda, which the new government sought to promote, and the tourist-based focus 
on heritage sites of which there are many similar kinds emerging in South Africa.  
 
This report seeks to explore how the resources at Constitution Hill could be used to challenge what 
is evidently becoming a stereotypical and narrow portrayal of the history of South Africa’s 
liberation struggle. My interest in Fatima Meer’s paintings has led me to an exploration of how 
such artefacts could challenge what appears to be a strongly political and masculine approach 
towards the representation of this history within the context of the site. These paintings provide the 
basis for exploring a cultural, rather than a narrowly political, narrative that suggests other 
dimensions of opposition to apartheid, making for a richer, more diverse, narrative that is inclusive 
of both women and men and conscious of curatorial practices that could make for a fuller visitor 
experience and participation. This idea is certainly more vividly presented inside the court, where 
numerous contemporary art works were carefully selected by Judge Albie Sachs and Justice 
Yvonne Mokgoro and considered for incorporation into the building. Having been excluded from 
this collection, Meer’s paintings seem to function more as primary sources with evidential value, 
while at the same time they appear to enhance or fit into the dominant political narrative of famous 
people who suffered for democracy and who have therefore been given iconic status or are 
commemorated in various ways within the museum. Besides their relevance to the building, why 
these paintings are presented in the way they are (as enlarged banners in an open space) and how 
this impacts the viewer’s understanding of the space are questions I wish to explore. This report 
will explore the painting’s potential to shift a prevailing understanding of what the ‘struggle’ was 
about and create an opportunity for alternate platforms for other narratives to be heard. 
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In Art and Justice: The Art of the Constitutional Court of South Africa – a publication that 
documents the court’s contemporary art collection and how it came into being it is clear that visual 
art played a significant role in reflecting the ideals of the court and enhanced the building in 
particular ways. And although this, as described by Judge Albie Sachs, began as serendipitous 
activity, the court’s collection became an important part of how the public would understand and 
interact with the court space.1 With no policy in place in terms of collecting, Sachs claims that the 
curatorial process of obtaining work for the court followed several guiding principles. Firstly, it had 
to be inclusive of a variety of works; not just works narrowly centred on political themes but rather 
on more broadly on human themes. This would leave the collection open to different visual 
languages through which to express its character and the idea of accessibility, which are both 
strongly articulated by the court.2 At the moment, the way in which representations of Meer’s 
paintings have been presented (as enlarged banners), although carefully considered in terms of 
placement, does not appear to enhance the Women’s Jail space in any particular way other than 
being sources of evidence that support and presenting a particular (painful) narrative of the site, 
particularly that of the Women’s Jail.  
 
The potential for these paintings and other material to allow new interpretations of the site to 
emerge is important for a diversity of stories about how ordinary South Africans, not just political 
activists, were affected by the prison during its operation and its presence in the city. My report 
shows that, although the tourism development programmes seem successful in many ways through 
generating some funds that assist in sustaining the museum, the dogmatic focus on this aspect of the 
museum’s development is often at the expense of other vital parts the museum. The chapters that 
follow will therefore look at reasons why this is problematic and refer to literature that raises 
questions about heritage and value, memory and authenticity in an attempt to analyse the post 1994 
heritage landscape. Here I will argue that Constitution Hill Heritage, Education and Tourism 
Programme outlined for the museum has not developed in the way it was intended when the 
museum was first established. Currently the educational programme at Constitution Hill, which was 
initially intended to educate ordinary South Africans, especially the youth and children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, about their constitutional rights, features a few school visits where 
learners are given a tour of the site, free lunch and transportation to and from the site. When the 
museum was first established there were specific programmes designed and linked to the school 
curriculum accompanied by reading material with activities for learners to complete during and 
after the tour.  
                                                
1 A. Sachs cited by B. Law-Viljoen, Art and Justice: The Art of the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2008, pp 17- 21  
2 B. Law-Viljoen and K. Nel, Art and Justice: The Art of the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2008, pp 114- 116 
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Although it can be argued that the lack of funds and resources to support the Education Centre and 
the Constitutional Hill Archives are the primary causes of what has left these important parts of the 
museum impaired, the site still has a rich variety of other resources that could be used to revive the 
museum as a whole. Constitution Hill is part of a group of post apartheid museums that suddenly 
emerged as heritage sites and Sites of Conscience directed at redressing issues around history and 
the representation thereof. Some of these sites have created controversy in what appear to be 
contradictions and manipulation of history for political objectives where certain narratives obscure 
an understanding of the history of liberation struggle and present it in particular ways. This has thus 
created a blurred relationship between history and heritage, where heritage may be viewed as an 
inadequate version of history because of the way the new government sought to use it to reconstruct 
a public national history calculated to bring the imagined nation together in particular ways. In a 
later chapter I will demonstrate how this also creates a sense of exclusivity and elitism that limits 
the representation of other kinds of narratives.  
 
The first chapter of this report is an orientation to the site and provides a background to how the 
Constitution Hill Precinct was conceived. In addition to the roles it has had to fulfil, it is also the 
site of the new home to the Constitutional Court that was built to serve a specific role and convey 
and represent a specific kind of narrative of South African history to a broad audience.  The 
redevelopment of the site was not only driven by the fact that it had historical significance but that 
it was also ideally located in a place that made it accessible and appropriate as a forum to debate 
and engage conversations around democracy, the protection or violation of human rights and a 
symbolic intermediate point between the past and present.  It also introduces the theme and 
provides an overview of the history of the Women’s Jail.  Chapter two refers to the marginalisation 
of women and the lack of acknowledgement of their activism in the liberation movement, whether 
through military participation or by being support structures for the men who were their husbands, 
partners or brothers as well as their families.  An anatomy between Constitution Hill and the 
Robben Island Museum is employed to support this argument and demonstrates how in both these 
significant sites the acknowledgement of ordinary women and the role they played is inadequately 
represented in commemorative projects and initiatives about the liberation movement and the 
history of South Africa.  
 
Chapter three is a biographical account of Fatima Meer that is not made evident at the Constitution 
Hill. It gives a background on her political ideas and thinking and examines how these ideas may 
have influenced her motivation to create the paintings as records of what was happening in the jail. 
A painting like Massacre in Soweto (figure 15) for instance, reveals Meer’s reaction towards the 
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circumstances around her at the time. Meer did not only come from a well educated background, 
her father Moosa Meer was the editor and publisher of Indian View (1914 – 1965), which had a 
strong anti-colonial stance and many of the men in Fatima’s extended family played leading roles in 
the South African Indian Congress in Natal. Fatima therefore came from a politically conscious 
background and became politically and socially active, becoming a prominent figure socially and 
academically in organisations such as the University of Natal and Black Women’s Federation.  
Chapter four focuses on the paintings themselves in light of the resistance art in South Africa and 
examines how these may be considered to challenge the a masculine and narrowly political 
representation of the history of the liberation struggle. All except for Massacre in Soweto are of 
women documented in the harsh conditions of a prison system.  However most of these images like 
Wardress on guard (figure 16) for example as this chapter suggests, are not just documents with 
evidential value, but in some instances reveal how Meer was not only aware of formal elements in 
art but also limited in terms of material, space and freedom. These paintings could thus be viewed 
as the forerunners for later forms of resistance art, where movements like the MEDU Art Ensemble, 
The End Conscription Campaign and the 1982 Culture and Resistance Symposium and Festival 
held in Gaborone, Botswana were a cultural rather than militant reaction towards resistance. The 
chapters discussed in this report are thus directed at showing how despite its tremendous 
contribution, cultural resistance acknowledged as political activism. Meer’s paintings are therefore 
offering an opportunity to make an important contribution to discourse on heritage in South Africa.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
Jessica Evans (1999) suggests the idea of the nation is created and re-created in symbolic forms that 
seek to impact upon social and cultural life but is also often expressed through the motivation to 
unify or create uniformity between membership of the political nation-state and a national culture.3 
‘Nations are imagined in particular ways and often have a selected style that attains tangible and 
symbolic form within traditions, museums, monuments and ceremonies’.4 And according to Evans, 
nations are also often embedded within cultural practices and institutions like expositions, heritage 
displays and tourism.5 By placing emphasis on the cultural aspect of the nation, Evans explores the 
way in which a sense of nationhood and national identity is derived from ‘meaning-making’ within 
symbolic practices. Here she proposes that ‘it is the culmination of cultural representations that 
make up the construction of a national identity’, so what sometimes determines someone’s sense of 
belonging to a nation is decided by ways in which that particular ‘nation is made tangible through 
repeated and recognisable symbolic forms, narratives and communicative styles’. 6 The political 
narrative promoted in numerous heritage sites commemorating the liberation struggle in South 
Africa could similarly be perceived as an attempt to construct and imagine a new nation in a 
particular way. Evans speaks of heritage as ‘the instrumental use of representations and activities 
centred upon memorialising, preserving or re-enacting the past in order to protect and project a 
nation’s inheritance’, but more significantly she asks us to question exactly whose inheritance is in 
need of protection in heritage projects. Evans warns, that the rhetoric of ‘a nation’s inheritance’, 
creates a mythical idea of the term and suggests that a nation is made up of a single master culture 
where the narratives of those others who do not fit into this culture are often ‘testament to a history 
of conflict… romanticised or sanitised as a discrete moment of error in the past’.7 Thus in South 
Africa the strong focus on a political narrative tends to suppress the emergence of other narratives 
that do not necessarily form part of this sometimes dominant narrative. 
 
In many instances the establishment of monuments and museums in honour of national heroes in 
South Africa is part of cultural practices, which are usually ‘motivated by the perceived need to 
bolster the idea of the nation.’ As noted by Sabine Marschall in a 2006 article entitled 
Commemorating ‘Struggle Heroes’ Constructing a Genealogy for the New South Africa, those 
selected for inclusion in this official mode of public commemoration of heroes, are thus usually a 
‘direct reflection of the contemporary imagining of the nation’. They become an ‘etched-in’ lineage 
                                                
3 J. Evans, Representing the nation: A reader histories, heritage and museums, 1999, pp 1-2 
4 B. Anderson cited by J. Evans, Representing the nation: A reader histories, heritage and museums, 1999, p 3 
5  J. Evans, Representing the nation: A reader histories, heritage and museums, 1999, pp 2-4  
6 J. Evans, Representing the nation: A reader histories, heritage and museums, 1999, p 2 
7 J. Evan, Representing the nation: A reader histories, heritage and museums 1999, pp 5-6 
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central to the nineteenth-century framework and understanding of a modern nation, where national 
monuments were erected to commemorate heroes who become ideological representations, a 
chosen ancestry of the present nation, which is often a predictable, propagandist and elitist form of 
memorialising.8 Museums essentially function on the same level as this but have also become 
houses of collective memory, identity and national pride. They have developed into institutions of 
research, archival stores and exhibition and become powerful symbols of representation of a nation 
as opposed to ‘other cultures’. They are important symbols of national achievement while at the 
same time some, depending on the kind, have begun to address transformation issues. The role of 
the museum in Africa has thus in many ways shifted since colonisation where it increasingly 
recognises that it now has a different set of obligations to western museums to fulfil.9  
 
When the judges of the new Constitutional Court announced that they would make the Old Fort, as 
it was known then, the new complex for the home of the Constitutional Court, Lauren Segal, lead 
consultant of the Trace Group10 described this as a ‘bold decision, highly symbolic of the extent to 
which the hopes for the new South Africa are built on and honour, the pain of the past.’11  In 2001, 
on Human Rights Day, the Constitutional Court was officially opened together with Constitutional 
Square and the beginnings of a museum. The development of this precinct was therefore primarily 
driven by the judges’ decision to establish the Court at this site, particularly Judge Albie Sachs, who 
was assigned the task of exploring possibilities for the site of a new building for the newly 
established Court.12 But it was also part of a national project directed at creating tangible, symbolic 
forms and narratives that would communicate the political history of the country to the rest of the 
world. From the beginning, the question of accessibility, in this case the right to free movement and 
access to justice, became an important part of how the public were to experience the precinct. As 
pointed out by Bronwyn Law-Viljoen, finding the site for the court was determined by the 
importance of easy accessibility to ordinary citizens, and this made the Old Fort a suitable choice 
because of its position in the city.13 The establishment of the Court was based on principles that 
uphold justice and equality, and safeguard constitutional rights. In an ideological sense, it therefore 
carries a strong sense of hope and dignity embedded despite the harsh, inhumane conditions of the 
remains of the prison a few meters away. This juxtaposition is reinforced by the symbolism of its 
geographical location and architectural features especially in relation to the overall content of the 
museum that strengthens the narrative of the triumphant human spirit over adversity.  
                                                
8 Koshar cited by Marschall, Commemorating ‘Struggle Heroes’ Constructing a Genealogy for the New South Africa, 2006, pp 178-179 
9 Abungu cited by Hoffman, B.T., Art and Cultural Heritage: Law, Policy and Practice, 2006, pp  
10Under the Ochre Communications was initially given the responsibility of developing a museum out of the stories of Number Four as it       
   was known, the Trace group was later established to complete these requirements. 
11 L. Segal, Mapping Memory, 2006, p 001 
12 B. Law-Viljoen (ed.), Light on a Hill: Building the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2006, pp 7-8 
13B. Law-Viljoen (ed.), Light on a Hill: Building the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2006, p 7 
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Initially the court’s architectural features caused some controversy. However, in its defence, Law-
Viljoen explains how the unorthodox features of the building express a range of cultural 
expectations of what the concepts of justice and democracy are about. The new Court’s enormous 
symbolic meaning, she adds, would thus help to articulate elements of South Africa’s architectural 
vernacular and become the building around which questions of architectural identity would 
evolve.14  
 
From the beginning, as Judge Albie Sachs recalls, placing the court at the Old Fort, would help with 
the regeneration of the inner city, and its proximity to the Johannesburg Railway Station would 
make it accessible to many people working in the city, which was an important dimension of justice 
that needed to be symbolised both by the location and the character of the building. Constitution 
Hill was to embody a sense of hope that the disasters and cataclysms of the past would never again 
be repeated.15 And although the architects’ ideas of how this ideal would be represented were varied 
there seemed to be more serious concerns over how authentic the proposals submitted were in terms 
of what the space would represent and portray. Other possibilities included an international style, 
which Sachs described as an idealised notion, which could be contradictory because it would 
suggest that there is one model from one part of the world that, perhaps with a few variations, can 
be found elsewhere in the world and be seen as universal. This could be problematic if it were 
implemented in places where it would fundamentally be unsuited to the local climate and 
environment and would therefore be seen as a ‘cultural imposition’.16 But in this case the court’s 
position seemed appropriate because it carried enormous and ironic symbolic meaning in terms of 
its location and history. It also stands between the crowded high-rise apartment buildings of 
Hillbrow and the flourishing affluent suburbs of northern Johannesburg which can be seen as 
standing symbolically in the juncture between South Africa’s past and future. 17   
 
There is a sense of it being on a cusp between two things… the past and future, the 
past derelict and misunderstood and the future still very much under construction – 
a utopian dream of what could be achieved in this country but is nowhere near 
being built yet. 18  
 
In addition to being the focal point around which the tours of the museum are conducted, the 
building of the court forms an integral part of the narrative emphasised by both the building and 
content of the museum. It places emphasis on the ideals of the nation building agenda that it wishes 
                                                
14 B. Law-Viljoen (ed.), Light on a Hill: Building the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2006, pp 7-8 
15 A. Sachs cited in B. Law-Viljon (ed.), Light on the Hill: Building the Constitution Court of South Africa, 2006, p15 
16 A. Sachs cited in B. Law-Viljon (ed.), Light on a Hill: Building the Constitutional Court of South Africa, 2006, p 42 
17 M. Gevisser cited by S. Nuttall, and A. Mbembe, Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, 2008, pp317 
18 M. Gevisser, Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, 2008, p 321 
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to convey and is used to give contemporary audiences a better understanding of the past. As 
explained by Gevisser, initially this site was intended to work and be used as a place where visitors 
find themselves between a past and future where their understanding of the future rests upon the 
past. It should therefore not, he suggests, be seen in triumphalist terms but rather, like South Africa, 
as a work in progress where one can observe and participate in the process of a growing 
democracy.19 This idea was successfully incorporated into the exhibition display through interactive 
participation by the public in the form of visitors’ responses to each section of the various exhibits. 
Sadly this valued aspect of public participation has not been correctly managed and archived, 
leaving a crucial aspect of the museum’s content development neglected.  
 
History of the site  
 
Since its establishment by the then president of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR) Paul 
Kruger in 1893, the Old Fort prison has had distinct architectural features that place it within a 
specific era in the history of Johannesburg. It was erected as one of a number of forts built to 
strengthen the military after an attempted raid by a group of British soldiers. Initially a structure 
was built around an existing prison in order to control the town, the railway and the mines, but by 
1902 it came under the control of the department of Public Works, which authorised its temporary 
use as a prison. By 1910 the prison population had increased considerably and more structures were 
built to accommodate prisoners, so the ‘Native Prison’ was built outside the ramparts to hold black 
male prisoners. Overcrowding and poor living conditions became a problem, causing disease 
outbreaks and by the 1940s the prison population had reached 90 000 prisoners managed by 200 
warders, with a daily average of 2200 people arrested and brought to the prison. But even though 
this caused controversy, the site was still declared a National Monument in 1964. 20 Until its closure 
in 1983 it operated as a place of incarceration and abuse; it became known as Number Four to 
mainly the black community, and as a notorious prison that held various political leaders who 
opposed the draconian laws of the state. The prison also held common law prisoners and later 
included a women’s jail.21 This enormous complex now consists of the Old Fort and its ramparts – 
the oldest structures (and the only ones declared a national heritage site by the City of 
Johannesburg) Number Four22, the Women’s Jail for both black and white females in separate 
                                                
19 M. Gevisser cited by S. Nuttall, and A. Mbembe, Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, 2008, pp 317-336 
20 Constitution Hill website, http://www.constitutionhill.org.za, 2009, history p 1 
21 B. Law-Viljon (ed.), Light on the Hill: Building the Constitution Court of South Africa, 2006, pp 7-8   
22 This part of the then prison complex was built in 1904 outside the rampart walls to accommodate convicted black male prisoners and was later    
    referred to as this by mainly the black community. 
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sections, the Awaiting Trial Block23(now Constitutional Square), which is incorporated into the 
newly built Constitutional Court.24  
 
The Women’s Jail  
 
According to the History Research Group (History Workshop) at the University of Witwatersrand 
there is evidence that indicates that a Female Section in the jail already existed on the site of what is 
now Constitution Hill by January 1902; however the accepted date has become 1910.25 This 
Victorian-influenced building differs architecturally and functionally from other structures on the 
site and, like the court, it now incorporates contemporary features that are symbolically integrated 
into the old structures. During its time as a prison, the Women’s Jail consisted of the Atrium, the 
black female sections (sections 1 2, 3 and 4), black female isolation cells, the white female section, 
the hospital, a laundry courtyard with ironing rooms and a garden.26 The Women’s Jail has been 
restructured to reflect similar ideals to those conveyed by the Court and this is perhaps because they 
employ the same strategies in presenting a complex past to a contemporary audience. It strongly 
contrasts with the emotions evoked by the black male section of the jail known as Number Four, 
which for the most part has been left untouched. But even with the bleak black female sections and 
isolation cells (figure1), the Women’s Jail appears to be less daunting and intimidating than other 
parts of the precinct. The entrance of the Women’s Jail has transformed from a harsh introduction 
to prison conditions to a tranquil lawn that suggests a sense of peace and hope and the white female 
section (figure 2) on the other side has a rose garden in front of the four rooms with exhibition 
displays (figure 3). Although the Women’s jail follows the political narrative where predominately 
women who were either articulate or/and active in the South Africa’s political landscape were 
acknowledged, it does at least leave room for other kinds of interpretations that engage visitors in 
particular ways unlike other parts of the museum. After its renovation Section 2 became part of the 
Commission for Gender and Equality offices and Section 3 is now part of the Public Protector 
offices (figure 4). Some parts of the laundry and ironing rooms are now the non-functioning 
Constitutional Hill Archives (figure 5). The entrance to the Women’s Jail has a large glass panel 
with the names of mainly political prisoners written on it (figure 6) and there are also five enlarged 
banners, now fading from effects of the climate, of images by Fatima Meer, who was also a 
prominent anti-apartheid activist and artist, displayed on different parts of the lawn in addition to 
various other donated artefacts displayed within the museum. The hospital is now used as a 
                                                
23 The Awaiting Trial Block was built in 1928 to house black male prisoner. It was demolished and now consists of the red brick foundation plan on    
    the ground and four modernist light towers, one of which forms part of the Court.  
24 S. Cort, L. Segal, K. Martin, Number Four: The Making of Constitution Hill, 2006, pp 17-19. 
25 History Research Group, Report: Johannesburg [Fort] Prison Hospital Hill, 2003, pp 8-10. 
26 History Research Group, Report: Johannesburg [Fort] Prison Hospital Hill 2003, pp 8-10. 
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conference room and the white female section consists of four rooms focusing on Barbara Hogan27 
(figure 7), Esther Barsel28 (figure 8), Daisy De Melker29 (figure 9) and Violet and Sheila 
Weinberg30 (figure 10). Parts of this section have also been converted into offices for a number of 
Gay and Lesbian organisations.  
 
 As home to the paintings created by Meer, the Women’s Jail does not only provide a historical 
basis for these paintings but also offers enormous potential in terms of resources it has collected 
(figure 11) and strategies it uses to engage visitors. Where there was once gravel and tin shacks, 
built as a solution to over-population, the green lawn stands as a representation of hope, growth and 
healing. Along the pathway are testimonies by some of the ex-prisoners and warders placed on 
similar reflective glass panels that upon entry prescribe a path you are ‘supposed’ to take as a 
visitor (figure 12). Indeed, this architectural feature associates a particular locale with individual 
struggle veterans through a space or passage or time or even all of these, but it also emphasises the 
restrictive space that determines the way visitors should experience and understand the space of the 
jail. The panels accentuate the buoyant atmosphere of the Women’s Jail and make it appear less 
intimidating, a characteristic that is supported by the perceptions many of the women had of the 
prison upon arrival because of its illusory quality. Meer describes this in her prison diary entry that 
talks about the garden and the atrium (figure 13), where she expected to see a Victorian banquet but 
was instead confronted by an astonishing row of naked black women being inspected.31 
 
 Meer was held in detention at the jail for 113 days in 1976, an ordeal she describes in this diary, 
which was later published. The publication consists of a set of entries describing the daily routines, 
visitations and significant events that took place during her time at the jail. She received a set of 
watercolour paints from a friend32 while in jail and used these to create birthday and Christmas 
cards for the women in the jail along with twenty other images that are now part of the museum’s 
collection. In the beginning, Meer recalls, she was only allowed one ballpoint pen and later posters 
paints under strict instruction that she could only paint flowers. Twenty of the works she made were 
donated to the museum archives after being smuggled out during her time in prison and, although 
not all are politically motivated, those selected for display suggest this as an emphasis in her work. 
 
                                                
27Barbara Hogan was sentenced to ten years in for her involvement in the ANC underground and served seven years of this sentence some of which  
   were spent at the Old Fort. 
28 Esther Barsel was involved in number of politically active organisation and was one of the accused in the Treason Trial 
29 Daisy De Melke was the second (white) woman to be executed in South Africa. 
30Violet and Sheila Weinberg, mother and daughter, were active members of the African National Congress. 
31F. Meer, Prison Diary: One hundred and thirteen days, 2001, p 31 
32F.Meer, Prison Diary: One Hundred and thirteen days, 2001, p 79  
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Meer was one of South Africa’s most prominent and charismatic female political activists as well as 
a sociologist better known for her prolific written work and contribution to the liberation struggle 
than for her artistic work. But considering that the museum wishes to promote a political narrative, 
it is odd that her testimony is represented by these images that represent life in jail rather than a 
textual rendition of her lifetime work dedicated to the liberation struggle. But without a critical 
knowledge of Meer’s background, the possible reasons for presenting these images first as enlarged 
pictures and then as banners goes beyond the surface perception of them as an insight into daily and 
individual moments, or events in jail that provide a hard-hitting account of the brutalities of the 
apartheid years. At the moment the paintings seem to function as information texts rather than 
encouraging the viewer to explore Meer’s perceptions of the jail and expressing her political 
thinking. In this report I suggest that there are other possible narratives that could be drawn from 
these works that could create new readings of the site and its history. The analysis of these 
compelling paintings in the museum serves to provoke a critical assessment of museum practices 
and the way they use available resources and throws light on the kinds of dominant modes of 
representation widely used to reconstruct histories within institutions such as museums operating 
today.  In a sense it questions how these practices accommodate and reach out to marginalised 
communities who may not necessarily know anything about the site and how it came to being.  
 
Whether these paintings were, in fact, images of defiance used to undermine the apartheid regime, 
as they appear to be represented, because they were painted on site at the women’s jail, or if they 
were simply Meer’s record of her time in jail and given the struggle status by the dominant 
narrative in the museum, is unclear and not necessarily important for this report. It is more 
important that they are viewed firstly as a challenge to racially exclusive concepts of the struggle 
and the continued reinforcement of the categorisation of people insisted on by the apartheid state 
and secondly as resources that could add value and nuances to many complex relationships that 
may have existed within the jail’s social dynamics. It is hence necessary to include a biography of 
Meer and her ideas as an activist and socialist, in order to give a closer reading of some of her 
writings, but also to examine how she was influenced, by ideas stemming from both the Indian and 
African Congress traditions and if these are reflected by her paintings. Meer was in a league of 
dynamic and powerful leaders during the 1940s and 50s, the likes of Zainab Asvat and later Lilian 
Ngoyi and Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, who are all commemorated heroes in various ways 
throughout the country. Meer’s political involvement is discussed in a later chapter because it is 
important to know what kind of background she came from in order to understand where her 
paintings may be positioned within the jail and how they fit into a site that has rich historical value.  
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In addition to political activism, Meer was also an author and wrote extensively on gender issues, 
particularly those that affected Indian and African women. Her participation in the Passive 
Resistance Movement, where previously Indian women seemed to be shielded from politics, is 
significant because, it not only challenges the dominant male narrative of this movement but also 
because this campaign was about testing one’s spiritual powers as well as those of the opponent.  
Women were deliberately placed at the forefront and expected to act with great physical and moral 
courage mainly to shame the brutality of the apartheid regime. Meer’s participation in this 
movement highlighted a time when the political context in South Africa was intensifying and when 
the role of women became more prominent, providing the basis for later ideas about forms of 
resistance against apartheid. Many of Meer’s mentors were leading congressmen and women that 
played key roles at critical moments of both congresses, like Dr. Yusuf Dadoo who promoted a 
non-racial ‘Front’ against the government and was actively involved in the anti-Pass Campaign of 
the 1940s, which involved rallying people to fight against passes for African men and to claim full 
citizenship rights for all. But despite being the only multiracial section of the prison complex, the 
content material at the Women’s Jail does not really embrace these ideas, which were supported and 
fought for by leaders like Meer. The message of non-racialism is inadequately explored, and 
bleakly reflecting a picture of what conditions were like in the jail seems to be the focus instead. 
Even though Meer’s testimony is powerfully represented it does not give a satisfactory explanation 
of her or the circumstances that led to her incarceration, nor does it give an indication of how her 
ideas, from following in the footsteps of Dadoo and others, identified the Indian struggle with the 
struggle of all those classified as non-white by the apartheid system.  
 
Instead, the political narrative of the liberation movement that sees South Africa’s history as a clear 
cut case of good versus evil overshadows the possibility of reinterpreting the space as a 
multicultural locale where women from all types of backgrounds were incarcerated and ultimately 
shared a difficult, painful history. Besides Juby Mayet,33 Fatima Meer is the only woman of Indian 
descent included in the women’s jail commemoration of struggle figures. Both women were 
prominent political activists in their communities and were held at the jail for political offences; 
their testimonies in the jail are thus strongly based on political rather than personal experiences. 
This may be because Meer came from a long tradition in which women had been placed in the 
frontline of protest and were expected to endure hardship, perhaps her inclusion was because she is 
from an affluent family and thus a member of an elite who had more opportunities than most 
women held at the jail. But where does this leave the unmediated voices of the less articulate and 
poorer women who may never be heard outside the orthodox political narrative? The Truth and 
                                                
33 Judy Mayet was a politically active journalist and was held in detention at the Women’s Jail in 1978.   
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Reconciliation Commission showed the effects of exclusivity, where many testimonies were not 
necessarily understood because the commission created a platform where a certain kind of pain 
could be expressed. Although some of the exhibits address this by including stories of women 
arrested for beer brewing and shoplifting for example, this is still in some way told along racial 
lines where apartheid simply meant a time when white people (the bad) treated black people (the 
good) badly.  
 
Out of twenty works that make up the collection of Meer’s images, five were enlarged and included 
in the museum’s exhibition display. Although their placement was largely a curatorial decision 
based on an idea of where Meer had created these images during her time in prison,34 it is also 
important to understand how they fit into the broader plot of the narrative endorsed by the museum. 
However, of more significance to this report, is an interrogation of whether or not they add more 
texture to the stories that are told elsewhere on the precincts and how the many other artefacts may 
do the same. My analysis of these paintings and where they are kept now is thus an attempt to 
determine the difference – if there is any – between Meer’s production of these paintings as records 
of her time in jail in comparison to their subsequent reproduction as icons of the struggle in a 
different medium and space. Despite being visual artworks these paintings are not part of the 
Constitutional Court Gallery Collection, which features contemporary works by a diverse range of 
artists from South Africa. Could their exclusion from this collection mean that they are somehow 
seen as amateur paintings, which have not attained the status of being shown in a “fine” art gallery? 
Or that they add specific kind of nuance to the way visitors are meant to experience and 
understanding the workings of the Women’s Jail?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
34 Only Meer would be able to reveal why and where she created these paintings, but unfortunately I was unable to obtain an interview with her in     
   order to determine this. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
One of the sites where tension between nation building and heritage development is evident is the 
Robben Island Museum. This is mainly due to the fact that the site ‘has been firmly fixed in 
international historical consciousness as the place of exile for black male political opponents of the 
apartheid regime’35 and for many, the island became a representation of the new national image of 
South Africa. But it was clear from the beginning that the future of the island and its transition from 
a prison to a national symbol would become a controversial debate. Annie Coombes’ chapter about 
Robben Island is referred to in detail in order to draw an analogy between Constitution Hill and the 
Robben Island Museum. Here I will be using the case of the Island to explore similar issues faced 
by Constitution Hill in order to explore the tensions and contradictions that may exist between 
concepts of ‘public history’ and ‘national heritage’ and the pressures exerted by private sponsorship 
and international tourism in such sites. It is clear from her discussion, that from the beginning, 
various groups had particular interests in the future of the island and, although her discussion 
reveals a variety of responses and debates around the fate of the island, more significant to this 
report is the fact that it asks the reader to be aware of the alternative versions of the liberation 
narrative prioritised for public consumption in this instance.36 
 
The decision to develop the Constitution Hill precinct can be perceived as politically driven as it 
was largely influenced by the decision of the judges of the newly established Constitutional Court 
to make this their permanent home. The symbolism of making this once very private and controlled 
space accessible and open to everyone as a public museum was politically significant and 
influenced the way the public would interpret and understand the function of the site. Like Robben 
Island, it presents a narrative where the history of the liberation is told in philosophical terms of the 
good versus evil genre; where the good is associated with the liberation struggle and evil with the 
apartheid regime, with no nuances permitted. In ideological terms this also means that good will 
triumph over evil and, in this case, because good appears to have triumphed over evil in the past, 
the suggestion is that it will continue to do so. Robben Island Museum was opened in 1997 by the 
then President Nelson Mandela and was developed and managed by a council of which Ahmed 
Kathrada37 was elected chairman. During its inception the museum became part of a nation building 
project where, as described by Mandela, ‘transformation had turned a place of pain and banishment 
into a monument to triumph, with its pre-eminent character as a symbol of the victory of the human 
                                                
35A. Coombes, History After Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, p 55 
36 A. Coombes, History After Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, pp 55-56 
37 Ahmed Kathrada was one of the Treason Trialists sentenced to life imprisonment on Robben Island.  
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spirit over political oppression; and of reconciliation over enforced divisions’.38 It figured larger in 
the international community’s understanding of what the outcomes of the struggle for freedom 
entailed, because of its association with Mandela and his life story as a former prisoner on Robben 
Island. But where did this leave the experiences of other ex-political prisoners, not to mention 
ordinary South Africans, whose experiences of apartheid and opposition to it form a critical part 
this history? Mandela’s life story is indeed powerful and his role in the negotiations that led to a 
government of national unity is extraordinary, but as Coombes points out, even to him, such a 
contribution was seen as a collective rather than individual response and should be acknowledged 
as such.39  
 
Part of this perception Myra Shackley attributes to the fact that, although the Robben Island 
experience is deeply personal to the people who were incarcerated there or lived there, for many of 
its visitors it also holds a personal connection that gives it the status of a ‘sacred site’. It has 
particular significance to South Africa’s black population, particularly those who support the ruling 
party, the African National Congress, whose leadership made up the majority of political prisoners 
on the island. Its establishment as a museum is relatively recent, yet like many other similar sites 
around the world, it has become a location of outstanding significance to particular ethnic, racial, 
social or political groups. Examples of similar sites around the world include the Hiroshima Peace 
Memorial, the First and Second World War battlefields and graveyards, and all sites connected with 
the Holocaust or the slave trade. Many of these sites have become formal and informal visitor 
attractions, and are identified with human suffering and mass death, which means that the visitor 
experience is likely to be highly emotional. Robben Island is just as emotional but, as strongly 
articulated by Kathrada, –who was also a political prisoner on the island – it has come to represent 
the triumph of the human spirit over adversity, all of which supports the concept of the visit as a 
pilgrimage and the site as a political shrine. Presently there are very few interpretative displays 
about the island’s early history and so in the public’s mind it will for a long time be inextricably 
connected with the maximum-security prison, and particularly the life of Nelson Mandela there. 
The desire to see his cell and the conditions under which political prisoners lived often 
overshadows visitors’ lack of awareness of this extensive and complex history.40  
 
 
 
                                                
38 N. Mandela cited by Kathrada, Memoirs, 2004: p 361 
39 A. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, pp95-98 
40 M. Shackley, Potential Futures for Robben Island: Shrine, Museum or Theme Park? International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 7, No.4,    
  2001, pp355-356   
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According to Shackley, Robben Island was initially declared a Cultural Institution where members 
of the public were encouraged to submit proposals regarding how the island would function. But as 
she points out, due to political pressure the transition from closed-access prison to open-access 
cultural attraction came abruptly. In addition, the lack of strategic planning as well as the influx of 
visitors led to a situation where many potential futures for Robben Island could be identified. Her 
argument reveals that there were various possibilities proposed for the island but the extent to 
which the island’s messages should be politicised became an important part of her an enquiry.41 
Similarly my report examines the extent to which the narrative at Constitution Hill, particularly at 
the Women’s Jail, favours a more political narrative rather than exploring a range of other stories 
that may offer a better understanding of how women interacted with each other within a space like a 
prison. Like Robben Island, Constitution Hill also experienced pressures, with only six months to 
set up the visitor heritage experience. Lead consultant Lauren Segal explains in an interview how 
they had to make quick decisions and because of this much was left out, like the stories of the 
family members that were affected by the absence of a working parent, brother or sister. She 
explains that from the inception of the museum it had been their curatorial intent for the exhibitions 
to grow as new layers of information emerged and more memories surfaced. The exhibitions would 
have to grow and evolve over time, however, as she explains, this process has been hindered by the 
site’s involvement in a political process whereby its functioning has been undermined by various 
aspects including management and funds and as a result it has not developed in the way it was 
intended to. 42  
 
During its transitional stage, Robben Island was transferred from the control of the South African 
Department of Correctional Services to the newly established Robben Island Museum (RIM).43 
Peace Visions - consisting of the Cape Provincial Administration, the Anglican Church, political 
parties, government departments, businesses, ex-Robben Island prisoners and the youth – initiated a 
feasibility study to actively engage with the debates around the meanings associated with national 
and international socio-political and cultural symbols when constructing a museum. But, out of all 
the different proposals regarding what to do with the island, there was no overall consensus over the 
matter but rather an agreement that the prison itself should form part of a museum to protect the 
social, cultural and political history of the Island.44 Developing the island into a cultural tourist 
attraction site was, as Shackley explains, primarily driven by implementing cultural tourism as a 
                                                
41 M. Shackley, Potential Futures fro Robben Island: Shrine, Museum or Theme Park? International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 7,        
   No.4, 2001, pp 355-363. 
42 L. Segal, Interview, 2009, p1 
43 M. Shackley, Potential Futures fro Robben Island: Shrine, Museum or Theme Park? International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 7,        
   No.4, 2001, pp 355-363.  
44 A.E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa, 2003, p57 
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way to redress the imbalance in reflections of South Africa’s non-white population in heritage 
matters and was related to the desire to build a new nation by promoting integrated heritage. 
Shackley argues that tourists seemed to be interested in both historical and cultural sites and so a 
successful tourist attraction would thus be an integration of the two into one single heritage product. 
Robben Island thus in her view, needs to be incorporated into the greater Cape Town tourism 
product in order for it to present a balanced view of the history of the island and of the country, be 
easily accessible to visitors from other parts of the city and for it to be viewed in its historical and 
sociological context. 45 
 
Coombes introduces the question of exclusivity first acknowledging that in any project dealing with 
the production of a “national” history, tensions are bound to arise. But she argues that what created 
the most tension in the case of Robben Island was that it appeared to be dedicated primarily to the 
African National Congress (ANC) leadership while overlooking other political organisations like 
the Pan African Congress (PAC) and its famous leader Robert Sobukwe who was also held on the 
island for some time. From early on the newly elected government under the leadership of the ANC 
made it clear that, on Robben Island, the ANC was a priority more than other parties, which also 
had some of their members incarcerated on the island.46 But there were clear disputes over what 
many of its members regarded as the ANC leadership’s disregard of non-ANC initiated activism in 
the liberation struggle. Contentions were created by the perception that the ANC had claimed the 
island narrative as the narrative of the liberation struggle. This was reiterated in a far more serious 
forum at a four day conference on the future of the island by the deputy president of the PAC, 
Motsoko Pheko, who argued that the history of the island needed to be recorded more accurately 
with the inclusion of members of other political organizations other than the ANC, who also played 
a crucial role in the resistance.47  
 
Despite this longstanding ideological difference between these two parties, they did however have 
more in common with the proposal to place emphasis on the political history of the Island, unlike 
other organizations and stakeholders who brought to the foreground the eco-tourist and nature 
conservancy aspects of the island, emphasising that, while the cultural and historical aspects of the 
island were a priority, all aspects of history and not just that of the liberation struggle should be 
covered. Coombes states that the political narrative promoted by the Robben Island story during the 
apartheid years is hard to challenge without coming under criticism, yet at the same time, ‘it 
                                                
45 M. Shackley, Potential Futures for Robben Island: Shrine, Museum or Theme Park? International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 7,        
   No.4, 2001, pp 357. 
46 A.E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa, 2003, p 57. 
47 A.E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa, 2003, pp 95, 99. 
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requires some comment since in its present form it closes off as much as it opens up for the 
prospect of a new national history that encompasses the experience of all South Africans’.48  
 
During the debates around Robben Island, the research done regarding the future of the museum 
resulted in ‘Esiqithini’49, a collaborative exhibition between the South African Museum and the 
Mayibuye centre.  In addition to being one of the first collaborations between a national museum 
and an independent archive, Coombes notes that this exhibition was significant for any 
considerations of how complex histories associated with Robben Island might be visually and 
materially embodied but it also offered the public an opportunity to learn more about the history of 
the island and enabled them to participate in discussions about its future.50 Problems arose not only 
because of the sensitivity of exhibiting politically significant material in an institution primarily 
designed for national history and anthropology, but also because of the ethics of subjecting 
personally emotive material culture to the public gaze. Although these issues were addressed by 
expanding the exhibition material to cover the natural history of the island, as well as the early 
social history of the site, according to Coombes there were still limitations with other aspects of the 
exhibition such as how the most emotive part of the exhibition was portrayed. This part of the 
exhibition focused on the individual stories of some of the ex-political prisoners but again the story 
of Nelson Mandela featured more prominently, giving him the iconic status of a symbol of the 
liberation struggle. The exhibition received a range of reactions but some concerns were expressed 
in a broader sense, where some visitors felt it was a very biased exhibition that promoted a 
particular political narrative.51 Mandela also features prominently at Constitution Hill, where he 
was held in isolation while awaiting trial. Besides the fact that he was the only black prisoner held 
in the white male section, the room dedicated to memorabilia he created during his incarceration, 
has a shrine-like quality, as opposed to being about his experience at the Old Fort. Mandela’s story 
and those of other prominent politicians, who made a contribution to the liberation struggle, often 
overshadow those of ordinary citizens whose participation was as valuable. 
 
The ‘Esiqithini’ exhibition was later moved to a more permanent educational display at the point of 
embarking for the island tour and the motive for this was that it would give tourists the opportunity 
to learn about the island’s role in the liberation history prior to their trip. However its location 
caused some controversy, firstly because it was a place almost exclusively for tourists – Cape 
Town’s Victoria and Alfred waterfront. Secondly the new partnership between the Mayibuye 
                                                
48 A.E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa, 2003, p 95 
49 Zulu and Xhosa word which means ‘on the island’. 
50A. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, pp 61 
51 A. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, pp 60-62 
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Centre and a private enterprise came under criticism from groups who felt that this initiative was a 
commodification of a painful personal history.52 Although Constitution Hill does not have the 
luxury of a location central to tourist activities, its tourist development programme employed a 
similar strategy where the Court played a critical role as it encompassed similar ideals of national 
unity promoted by the Robben Island Museum. This approach caused tensions in Constitution Hill 
that are similar to those faced by Robben Island, where, once again, too much attention was being 
given to international interests rather than local needs. They both portray the history of the 
liberation struggle as an event marked by the contribution of an elite few who not only featured 
prominently in the international arena – and were recognisable figures – but also held a certain level 
of political stature. Although South Africa has for the most part been successful in its model of 
democratic constitution that implements inclusiveness at all levels, sometimes in an almost 
obsessive manner, when it comes to memorialising the past this attempt to redress the exclusiveness 
and elitism of the previous era, remains a concern. The question remains whether or not there is too 
much emphasis placed on a hierarchical, elitist model that focuses on a male political activism and 
military achievement. Despite their role in the struggle against apartheid, women received very little 
recognition in the commemoration of the struggle, and when included they featured in the 
supportive roles of wives or symbolically as mothers of the nation. In both Robben Island and 
Constitution Hill museums the experience of women are often inadequately portrayed and silenced 
by the domineering narrative of a masculinist political activism. Indeed Robben Island was known 
as a place exclusively for males who were mainly political prisoners and so this places questions of 
equal gender representation outside the scope of that museum. Although questions of how men in 
prison functioned and understood themselves are as relevant as understanding of dynamics in the 
Women’s Jail, this is not explored in the exhibition displays. Unlike Robben Island, Constitution 
Hill had a women’s jail, but the emphasis on a political narrative, even though there were a variety 
of nonpolitical women prisoners detained there for different reasons, limits one’s understanding of a 
history that has the potential to tell a variety of other stories.  
 
The focus on Robben Island as the culmination of the struggle encourages more serious omissions 
and amnesia and one of the difficulties presented by this is that it overshadows many other prison 
experiences during apartheid, particularly those of black and white women in other jails around the 
country. Coombes indicates that serious implications follow from the absence of such testimonies in 
that the historical record of the liberation struggle is skewed through the exclusion of the crucial 
role of women and the silencing of their prison experiences.53 The discussion of the role women 
                                                
52 A. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in Democratic South Africa, 2004, pp63-64 
53 A.E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa, 2003, pp105, 114 
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played in the liberation struggle in my report highlights the complications arising out of attempts to 
provide accessible accounts of the liberation struggle and a foundational narrative of a new national 
history. This discussion is thus a critique of the lack of acknowledgement of the role of women 
given the new government’s enthusiasm towards commemorative projects and their drive to 
establish heritage sites for all South Africans.  
 
In a chapter entitled “Gendering the Underground” from his book The ANC Underground in South 
Africa, Raymond Suttner describes numerous dynamics that should be considered when it comes to 
describing the gender roles within the history of the liberation struggle. Suttner’s account of gender 
dynamics within political parties explains how, even in an organisation like the ANC, 
understanding gender dynamics in relation to the struggles faced by women, shows little 
consideration of the complexities regarding gender and cultural interactions. He explains that there 
is an insufficient understanding of political parties like the ANC where men and women are not 
seen as gendered subjects who have relationships that are specific to one another.54 Instead forums 
like the underground tend to erase women’s histories and their experiences in gendered 
relationships within the struggle history. His study not only probes the gendered assumptions and 
conditioning that subjects such as military participation by women bring with them, but also as 
Elaine Unterhalter indicates, ‘gives a glimpse of how people see the public political space and fail 
to perceive its gendered nature’.55 Suttner’s argument suggests that often narratives in the liberation 
struggle are seen as essentially defined by masculinist discourse and a public terrain, which women 
enter occasionally.56 
 
But he also considers how men, in the special conditions of suppression and denial of manhood 
found in South Africa at the time, reacted to and interacted with women within a liberation 
movement. The role of women in national liberation movements he explains, appears to be 
controversial and centred on the character as in integrity and extent of their participation compared 
to that of men, especially when it comes to active combat, where there are suggestions that often 
women were not properly or effectively employed as soldiers by being confined to less ‘dangerous’ 
work.  However there are clear problems with such views, as he indicates, which presuppose a 
narrow, formal definition of a combat role. At the same time he suggests that for women, 
participating in a liberation struggle tends to subordinate and ultimately displace feminist demands 
in favour of ‘larger’ nationalist ones; the military participation of women therefore tends to have no 
effect on their status after war. In addition he suggests that existing sources sometimes ‘dismiss or 
                                                
54 R. Suttner, The ANC Underground in South Africa, 2008,pp104-105)  
55 Unterhalter cited by Suttner, The ANC Underground in South Africa 2008, p 105) 
56 R. Suttner, The ANC Underground in South Africa, 2008, p105  
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downplay’ the involvement of women in the political struggle as they are usually shown 
participating as ‘mothers’, playing the supportive role of their male counter parts or performing 
other conventional female roles, and this is seen to qualify their claim to be part of a revolutionary 
struggle in a meaningful sense. In essence, Suttner’s discussion of gender dynamics in the liberation 
struggle shows that existing verbal and written accounts tend to uphold a dominant masculinist 
discourse especially in military terms.57 
 
In platforms such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hearings, where both men 
and women gave both verbal and written testimonies, a reading of a dominant masculinist discourse 
is similarly complicated. As Coombes suggests, it illustrates the limitations of such forums, 
particularly within a public realm, where often such proceedings are made into a spectacle. During 
the early 1990’s it received enormous amount of media coverage, which brought about debates on 
what are appropriate/inappropriate modes of representation of pain and trauma. It was not only a 
platform to express pain and suffering but also had serious implications that came with such public 
representations of pain. On one hand media coverage made the process of the TRC accessible to a 
larger audience, but on the other hand this coverage usually consisted of highlights, which were 
carefully selected to evoke a certain kind of feeling and response from the audience.58 
 
These limitations Coombes explains, are ‘partly a result of the tribunal process itself’ and of 
‘narrow repertoire of performative gestures available for exhibiting personal trauma in this type of 
forum’.59 Ultimately the exposure of the TRC process to the public, Coombes concludes, 
contributed to challenges of representing the ‘truth’ and an ‘adequate’ representation of the pain of 
the victim. This lack of representation of complexities of personal lived experiences such as pain, 
she adds, also has an impact on ways in which such pain can be seen as representative of the larger 
ideal of ‘national pain’ or ‘collective guilt’. It was later evident to her that the fine art realm was 
one of the areas where one could say that such inadequacies were being addressed. It had the 
potential to provide ‘a more differentiated notion of a subjective experience without losing sight of 
the larger political significance of each individual case’,60 but more pertinent to this discussion was 
its potential– even though bound by its own set of practices – to offer different means through 
which to articulate this past. 
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Antjie Krog, Nosisi Mpolweni and Kopano Ratele’s publication was in direct response to these 
concerns where they decided to revisit the testimony of Mrs Konile during the TRC hearing of the 
Gugulethu seven61 mothers. The publication entitled There was this goat: investigating the Truth 
commission Testimony of Notrose Nobomvu Konile, investigates how this forum, which the 
commission had set up, firstly created limitations that made it impossible for Mrs Konile to 
articulate pain and trauma and as a result the members of the commission as well as the audience 
could not comprehend the extent of her pain and trauma in her testimony. Hypothetically, the 
researchers suggest scenarios that may have been interpreted in various ways by both black and 
white audiences but neither of these could offer a closer intellectual or empathetic understanding of 
Mrs Konile and what resources she was drawing on. Out of all the testimonies of the Gugulethu 
seven mothers, Mrs Konile’s testimony was different because, unlike the others, she came from a 
rural area, which has specific story-telling traditions and so the commission needed to consider the 
possibility of using other tools to make sense of it. But despite their extensive knowledge on 
theories of how to handle trauma in testimonies, the researchers felt reluctance to use these theories 
to frame or explain her testimony and chose rather to reread her testimony in a particular way in 
order to arrive at a fuller knowledge of who Mrs Konile was as an individual.  
 
Therefore it became crucial to look critically at the way in which research of the TRC’s testimonies 
were being conducted. Evidently the investigation showed that the majority of research has been 
approached from particular points of view that could potentially exclude factors that are relevant to 
an African context. As a result, the researchers thought it important to refer to Mrs Konile’s 
testimony by first acknowledging her background because it was unclear whether her apparently 
incoherent narrative was as a result of some information being lost in the process of translation or if 
it was because the context in which she delivered her narrative did not fit with that of the other 
mothers. They observed that during the hearing Mrs Konile constantly interrupted her testimony by 
talking to herself in the way that rural storytellers often do; her testimony thus carried crucial 
cultural references but had been poorly interpreted from the original Xhosa language. By omitting 
cultural allusions the interpreter removed important information that could be seen as an indicator 
of how Mrs Konile experienced the tragic death of her son, Zabonke. Here they point out that 
translators thus have to be aware of the fact that cultures not only express ideas differently but they 
also shape concepts and texts differently too.62  
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The TRC proceedings as detailed in various newspaper publications evoked different reactions 
towards the first few testimonies. One of these highlighted the fact that the hearings had an impact 
on perceptions towards women, who were often simply portrayed as victims of the apartheid 
government and its agents, yet were active participants in the resistance to injustice. But more 
significant to this discussion, these responses raised concerns over the structure of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, which ‘privileged masculine protocols’.63 In the case of Mrs Konile, it 
was clear that the TRC was looking for a certain kind of story in identifying and calling the mothers 
of the Gugulethu Seven to give testimonies; that of a brutal regime, stoic struggling by the human 
spirit for truth and freedom, and eventually triumph over evil. To a large extent, the commission 
had already been given parts of this grand narrative by the other women before it got to Mrs 
Konile’s testimony, but it did not get this kind of narrative from her as indicated in this 
investigation. It was as if her story was resisting the imposed framework of the hearings – as if her 
mind resisted easy reading.64  
 
The TRC is often discussed as a possible model of how societies can deal with their past but as 
Krog (et al.) point out one needs to bear in mind that frequently there are testimonies that do not fit 
the general framework.65 So in the same light, Ross recalls how the gender dynamics of the 
Commission’s concern over obtaining the ‘whole story’ in cases of gross human rights violation, 
grew as some distinctive patterns became evident in the early public hearings. She explains how 
during the hearing, equal numbers of men and women gave testimonies but during these women 
often described the suffering of men whereas men testified about their own experiences.66 Women 
usually testified about their sons or husbands and were treated on the whole as less of a threat to a 
state structured along patriarchal lines and so were less visible in opposition. There were women 
who supported their spouses and families, whose contribution, positions and suffering are often 
overlooked, as is the price they paid in the loss of a husband or a son. Men on the other hand, were 
expected to engage actively in the struggle against the state whereas women were denied active 
citizenship because of their placement within the private sphere, a perception that, according to 
Ross, implied that the ‘private sphere’ was somehow less political than the public sphere. 67 Her 
argument asks us to take note of the limitations presented by models of ‘transitional justice’, and 
that remembering and recounting trauma are neither simple nor neutral acts. The Commission’s 
category for harm was thus limiting because it focused on the individual and experiences which 
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exist within language, allowing the expression of a certain kind of pain that emphasised bodily 
violation at the expense of a broader understanding of apartheid and its consequences. As a result 
this left certain kinds of expressions of pain visible while displacing the expression of other forms 
of experiences.68 Even though in the Mapping Memory project held at Constitution Hill, the 
approach was to address the problems of exclusivity, once again the theme of good versus evil is 
alluded to through the sense of loss, pain and suffering reflected by the publication that has a 
martyr-themed storyline. Many of the participants agreed to participate in this cathartic process as a 
way of reclaiming their dignity and even in testimonies that were not necessarily politically 
motivated – like ex-prisoners arrested for common law crimes - this sense of pain and suffering was 
linked to being incarcerated by an unjust system that ultimately oppressed all South Africans. There 
were also a few ex-warders who participated in this process. Yet within the Constitution Hill 
museum content itself, these kinds of relationships are not adequately explored nor does a 
publication like Mapping Memory portray the sometimes complicated relationship between victims 
and perpetrators in this context. It merely acknowledges their presence but does not look deeply 
into how the distinctions between these relationships became blurred, particularly between black 
prisoners and black warders, in the harsh, controlled surveillance space of the prison. Instead these 
kinds of uncomfortable parts of the political narrative are overlooked and seem disconnected from 
the broader narrative represented in the museum. 
 
Similarly, Constitution Hill or the Johannesburg Fort as it was known in apartheid times, has a long 
history, which seems insignificant in light of the more recent and relevant narrative of the struggle 
for liberation. This is not to say that the struggle history should not be prioritized but rather that the 
site should embrace as many aspects of its history as possible. In both cases political pressures and 
time constraints influenced the processes of what gets included and what gets left out, but it is 
important that the curatorial decisions made in this case give space for interpretation from visitors, 
to allow them to become part of the process of extending the representation of this history. Mark 
Gevisser69 explains this further adding that what needs to be embedded in Constitution Hill’s 
surface is a process rather than an ideology, ‘the belief that debate, reason, interaction, negotiation, 
and reconciliation will make the future happen’.70 Constitution Hill cannot claim an entirely 
political narrative, unlike Robben Island, a place where mainly male political prisoners (along with 
a few criminals) were exclusively sent and can therefore be commemorated as a place of heroes and 
martyrs. There were also common law prisoners at Robben Island yet the narrative has been 
dominated by the Rivonia Trialists, particularly the likes of Ahmed Kathrada, Walter Sisulu and 
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Nelson Mandela.  The Fort, on the other hand, held all kinds of people some bad - some good. 
Amongst them were a minority of political prisoners awaiting trial including Mahatma Gandhi and 
Nelson Mandela. Although the museum attempts, through some of the permanent exhibitions, to 
make the visitor realise that under unjust systems the distinctions between criminals and non-
criminals were often unclear, the political narrative is still overwhelmingly presented through 
patriarchal notions that history is told predominately from a male narrative perspective and memory 
is more associated with the female narrative, where as in the Women’s Jail for example the idea of 
collective memory is more successfully achieved.71  
 
Suttner’s discussion, acknowledges the participation of women as combatants in the struggle and 
leagues where often-armed comrades mistreated these women, as did the state, yet they are absent 
from the dominant narrative of commemoration. Then there were millions of women who suffered 
under apartheid and still did their best to hold their families together, but who have not been 
recognised because the dominant narrative is one of male heroism and actions in the public sphere, 
and also because institutions like the TRC made no space for the everyday experiences of apartheid 
and opposition to it. As a result, most women who got the opportunity to testify could only do so 
from the position of wives, mothers or daughters, and even then the TRC did not understand or 
could not adequately represent the magnitude of their loss. In the Women’s Jail, this inability to 
make distinctions is, in my view further, emphasised by the inclusion of Daisy de Melker in the 
display; she was after all a murderer (but not a politically motivated murderer), and is therefore 
oddly placed in the strong political narrative conveyed by the Women’s Jail. For the visitors, part of 
her fascination is probably that she was a freak of “nature” representing everything that a woman 
should not be. Including her not only accentuates the notion of the good verses evil, but since de 
Melker murdered two of her husbands and her son in cold blood, she stands for everything a woman 
‘by nature’ is not. 
 
There are many similarities between Constitution Hill and Robben Island but, Sarah Nuttall 
observes, Constitution Hill seems more messy, ambiguous, and less clearcut in terms of the 
psychical and political terrains its seeks to take us into.72 In an interview with Nuttall, Gevisser 
explains how, by contrast to Robben Island, the Fort was a busy, bustling urban prison holding all 
sorts of people most of whom were not necessarily ‘noble’ and therefore cannot be given iconic 
status. But it is also important to bear in mind that many of the people imprisoned here were 
criminalised because of the unjust colonial and apartheid race laws and did not necessarily have the 
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means to obtain legal representation against these laws. Furthermore, the reasons for the city 
authorities’ support for the revival of Constitution Hill, Gevisser explains, was not due to their 
belief in the power of heritage nor the site’s rich history but rather to their interest in urban 
regeneration and its opportunities.73 In addition the motivation to revive Constitution Hill was 
largely driven by the decision of the judges of the newly established Constitutional Court to make 
this a permanent home to the court; in particular Judge Albie Sachs who contributed to this in many 
ways. In light of this history it may seem that various groups had particular interests in the 
redevelopment of the site including the large portion of the funding for this project coming from 
key provincial government departments.74  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
It is now necessary to provide a biography of Fatima Meer and the political background from which 
she came that is not indicated in the museum at Constitution Hill. This is necessary to include 
because it not only provides an understanding of Meer’s ideas and also her sociological work 
around gender relations and the struggle but also that of the paintings’ background. Meer was born 
in Durban on 12 August 1928. Her father, Moosa Meer was the editor of the Indian View and her 
mother was an orphan of Jewish and Portuguese descent who later converted to Islam. As one of 
nine children, from an early age Meer was influenced by her father’s love for language, scholarship, 
religious tolerance and tireless opposition to discrimination. Many of the men and women in her 
extended family played leading roles in the Natal and South African Indian Congress and so she 
became politically conscious from an early age doing odd jobs for the production of the family 
owned newspaper. Meer was also well educated for a young woman living in her time, having 
matriculated from Durban Indian Girls High School and completed both her Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degrees in Sociology at the University of Natal.75 As a black woman, Meer was one of the 
few women in her class that had an opportunity of being exposed to advanced education and 
political activities. She was a lecturer at the University of Natal and involved in numerous 
organizations including the Institute for Black Research (IBR), Black Women’s Federation and the 
National Education Organization. Meer also wrote numerous books focusing on the liberation of 
Indian people in South Africa including two editions of Portrait of Indian South Africans 1969, one 
of which was not published due to her banning order at the time. She was not only politically active 
but also wrote extensively on social development and gender issues. During her time as an activist 
she became involved in various forums, often delivering lectures at various conferences centered on 
the liberation movement.76  
 
As an activist, Meer endured numerous incarcerations in many South African prisons including the 
Old Fort, (Women’s Jail). As described by Deborah Matshoba in a letter to Ellen Kuzwayo in 1978, 
the home of many South African women was prison and the Women’s Jail constitutes an integral 
part in the history of women’s suffering.77 This section of my report reviews Meer’s writings and 
seeks to examine how specific political ideologies came through in her ideas although these are not 
reflected in the museum itself. Placing emphasis on Meer’s testimony in this report not only serves 
as the basis for an enquiry of how the categorisations by the apartheid regime were sustained and 
enhanced by the content of the site but also how these are represented in a site that has an array of 
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multiple, multifaceted histories. Meer became intensively politically active during the early 1940s 
when the Indian Congress inaugurated the Passive Resistance campaign. Women played a critical 
role in the campaign which was the most dramatic show of anti- government action in South 
African history. She later established the Student Passive Resistance and was often invited to speak 
on some of the rallies, sharing platforms with some of South Africa’s prominent anti-apartheid 
leaders such as Dr Yusuf Dadoo who was known for his message of non-racialism.78 Portrait of 
Indian South Africans 1969 was one of Meer’s early writings, which she explains was directed at 
Indian South Africans in the hope, that through it, they would become open and interact with other 
cultural groups in South Africa. Meer was aware of the differences between Indians and other 
cultural groups in South Africa specifically in ceremonial and other customs. But in her view these 
differences were based on the differences of status and standards of living, access to power and 
power gaining techniques in an apartheid era where Indians were separated from Whites 
legislatively and discriminated against as much as Africans.79  
 
It is clear through the publications produced by Meer that the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi had a 
lasting impression on her. Gandhi, who first arrived in South Africa in 1893, laid the foundation not 
only for Indian political action but eventually also of ‘non- white’ resistance as a whole in South 
Africa. Meer admired Gandhi because he did not only concern himself with problems of Indians 
alone but identified them with the general problems of the country. She valued the contribution he 
made to the sophistication of Indian political thinking that in turn created a growing complexity and 
diversity of thinking about political strategy.80  
 
During colonialism, Indians were a class above Africans and by the beginning of the 1900s there 
were many wealthy Indian merchants trading mainly in Natal’s shores. Young Indian professionals 
were able to afford training abroad and many returned home to share their skills, among them those 
destined to revive the old Gandhian militancy. Meer’s family particularly her father and uncles, 
were prominent members of their communities and played critical roles in Indian politics. In the 
late 1930s and 40s, radical and militant leadership under Dr G. M Naicker in Natal and Dr Y. M. 
Dadoo in the Transvaal emerged. Dadoo was elected head of the South African Indian Congress 
(SAIC) and began a new era in Indian politics in South Africa. The Dadoo-Naicker partnership 
continued to play a critical role and later mobilised strong opposition to the so-called ‘Ghetto’ Act 
of 1946. It became clearer to the SAIC that public support for resistance to unjust laws was 
growing. At this conference, the organisation agreed upon opposition to this discriminatory piece of 
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legislation and that the passive resistance campaign would be launch along with a boycott of the 
political ‘representation’ provisions of the Act. Secondly it called upon India to withdraw its High 
Commissioner and impose trade sanctions against South Africa and raise the treatment of South 
African Indians as an issue at the United Nations.81  
 
The campaign took root across South Africa and, as historically recorded, became a sustained 
campaign and continued to resist ongoing assaults and arrests from the government.82 The Passive 
Resister was established to disseminate information on the campaign and related issues and 
remained on circuit for two years under the editorial stewardship of Ismail Meer, who was Fatima 
Meer’s husband. The principles of the Passive Resistance Movement were essentially based on the 
philosophy of satyagraha, which was first conceived by Gandhi and used as a response to a 
discriminatory law against Asians by the then Transvaal government. The word means ‘ truth force’ 
when translated from Hindu, but it has come to embody more than this and is in essence a 
philosophy of active but non-violent protest against inequality in society. In Memoirs, Kathrada 
explains that the Congress did not adopt the creed of satyagraha as a policy as such, but rather 
embraced its principles of passive resistance and civil disobedience.  
 
The Passive Resistance campaign office was later set up in some of the rooms at Dadoo’s house in 
Doornfontein, Johannesburg and from then several university students including Kathrada himself 
gave up their studies in order to work for the campaign full time –amongst them were Meer, Singh, 
Zainab Asvat and Abdulhunk Patel. The campaign not only opened a new chapter in Indian politics 
but in the politics of the liberation struggle and the involvement of women in public political 
activity. It shifted people’s thinking where suddenly Indian women were placed in the forefront of 
political activity in the public sphere, but this is under-represented in museums nationally in favour 
of a much-mythologised armed struggle. Instead of adapting passive resistance to negotiation and 
conciliation to coerce change, this new school of leaders in the Indian community considered the 
new principles of co-operation with other non-Whites and political offences against the 
government. In 1949 when riots broke out between Africans and Indians, Meer explains in Portrait 
of Indian South Africans that many people believed these were caused by the fact that Africans 
suffering a wider and more intense range of injustices, realised the vulnerable position of Indians 
and used it to get rid of some of their repressed aggression. But to Meer this tension was more 
complicated than this so she dedicated most of her political efforts towards restoring the 
relationship between these two groups. 
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And for others it was also seen as a deliberate interruption of Indian services to African areas in an 
attempt to cripple their economic status.83 From then on the Indian Congress sought to bridge the 
gap between Indians and Africans, aggravated by the riots, by placing emphasis on the economic 
and political identity of the two people. Co-operation with Africans, particularly through the 
African National Congress became an important part of the Indian Congress programme. In 1946 it 
had received token support from certain ANC branches in the Transvaal and in the same year Dr 
Dadoo and Dr Naicker signed a pact with Dr Xuma, the President General of the ANC, laying down 
the foundation for cooperation between the two organisations on specific issues. The executives of 
the two national organizations met after the riots and issued a joint statement calling on their people 
to observe peace and place evidence jointly before the riot commission. This was an important step 
as it was done at time when both organizations were strengthening and had the greatest influence 
among people.  
 
In 1952 Africans and Indians jointly organised the fourth Passive Resistance Campaign called the 
Defiance of Unjust Laws. It was this Defiance Campaign of 1952 that promoted wider 
consciousness of apartheid and led to the establishment of organisations that educated the public 
and supported those persecuted in the struggle against apartheid. A joint planning council was 
established to plan, and prepare the masses for, the campaign and in its final declaration it 
emphasised the need for cooperation and reiterated the firm conviction that all the people of South 
Africa, irrespective of race, colour or creed, have the inalienable and fundamental right to 
participate directly and fully in the way the state is governed. Although the campaign’s strength 
decreased the positive results far outweighed any negative perceptions. It was the first major act of 
defiance against the apartheid regime and gave concrete meaning to the 1949 programme of action, 
having increased ANC membership significantly, which now had a large number of functioning 
branches countrywide. Most importantly it had given rise to a new breed of leaders who recognised 
the struggle as a call for courageous actions that entailed danger and sacrifice in which women most 
certainly participated.84  
 
Meer was clearly influenced by these ideas of non racialism and this reflects in some of her 
paintings where she captures women in groups as opposed to individuals and places emphases on 
their activities rather than their circumstances. She rejects separation based on race and considers 
this principle in the way she presents all the women as equals, with no distinction based on race or 
status. But she also came from a tradition of political activism and increasingly became involved in 
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other activities directed at mending the estranged relationship between the India and African 
communities. She helped establish the Durban Districts Women’s league, an organisation 
established to build alliances between Africans and Indians as a result of the race riots between the 
two groups in 1949 and assisted in organizing Indian and African women under the banner of the 
Durban and District Women’s League and the establishment of the Congress Alliance and Defiance 
Campaign in 1950 and 1952 respectively.  
 
Later that year she was amongst those banned under the new Suppression of Communism Act for a 
period of three years and confined to the district of Durban, which prohibited her from attending all 
public gatherings and from having her work published. She was later extensively involved with the 
CODESA Forum, which consisted of a series of conferences, lectures and talks outlining the 
processes of negotiations for a new non-racial democracy in South Africa. Unlike many other 
women that endured imprisonment like her, Meer was part of an elitist group of women that were 
powerful and considered intellectually equal with men. She was one of the founding members of 
the Federation of South African Women, which spearheaded the historical women’s march to the 
Union Buildings on 9th August 1956 against the extension of passes to African women. Many of the 
women involved in this march became powerful influential figures, who endured months in 
detention and were amongst the many that were banned from the public arena.  During this time the 
main work of the Black Women’s Federation (BWF) was to try and develop self-help projects, and 
its focus was mainly on developing water projects and educational projects both in urban and rural 
areas. Meer was later elected the first president of the BWF and was banned and detained at the Old 
Fort in Johannesburg, along with practically the entire executive of the Black Women’s 
Federation.85 Her views on being a woman, particularly an Indian woman, thus came from the 
traditions of the Congress that encouraged women to participate in the resistance out of a sense of 
duty and virtue. She also came from an affluent, liberal family that encouraged her to study and 
become active in politics at a time when society still had conservative views towards women in the 
public arena, particularly Indian women. She was brought up in an atmosphere that was highly 
conscious of racial discrimination, which shaped her as a tireless defender of the oppressed. And so 
she came from a long tradition where women had been posted to the frontline of protest and were 
expected to endure hardship in the cause of winning freedom from oppression. Therefore, she 
became a powerful and charismatic individual respected and admired by many in her community. 
She had also been exposed to a lot more opportunities than other women of her race, having 
attended Durban Indian Girls High where she would have probably gained some knowledge about 
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painting. There are instances in her prison diary that indicate that she not only showed interest in art 
as a hobby but also appreciated and understood its value.86  
 
A biographical overview of Meer is important to foster a better understanding of her paintings 
because her opposition to apartheid landed her in jail but it also conditioned how she represented 
what she experienced there. Her interest in art, besides the fact that it was a hobby, may have been 
informed by the ideological climate of the late 1970s when the liberation movement turned to 
cultural resistance. Meer wrote and edited numerous other publications including Black–Woman–
Worker, which examines the entry of women into the labour movement and the impact it had on the 
lives of their extended family and community. With a foreword by Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, 
who was incarcerated at the Fort during the same time as Meer, this book documents the urban and 
rural parts of KwaZulu-Natal as a set of case studies exposing the social dynamics that have 
changed in society due to the women’s labour movement in various communities. It is one of the 
few publications that give an account of how the women’s movement intensified, particularly in the 
work place in South Africa. Both Meer and Madikizela-Mandela were members of the executive of 
the Black Women’s Federation and continued to maintain their stature while they were at the 
Women’s Jail. The two sections they were held in were referred to by the prisoners as ‘Fatima’s 
Yard’ and ‘Winnie’s Yard’ (figure 14) respectively, which, in a way, reinforces the identity of the 
Indian struggle and the African struggle as one struggle, one in which both Meer and Madikizela-
Mandela played influential roles. Meer reiterates this in her prison diary stating that most political 
detainees, regardless of their political affiliation, were somehow treated differently from other 
prisoners because they shared a common commitment to serve the people in order to fight injustice 
and inequality, and a commitment to a non-racial democracy.87  
 
The Women’s Jail was the only multiracial section of prison although prisoners were still 
segregated according to race within the jail. This sense of multiculturalism however is not really 
reflected by the content of the museum even though its contemporary architectural renditions could 
be considered to fulfil similar objectives. Instead the asserted political narrative that features 
prominent figures like Meer and Madikizela-Mandela who are presented as powerful, charismatic 
leaders,tends to over-power the potential for this section of the site to give a more diverse, 
multifaceted historical account of the site.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  
 
Kathrada’s account of his experience on Robben Island and why he performed certain activities to 
shorten his days in prison is the introduction of this chapter because it investigates why prisoners 
create artworks or write literature in prison. During his years on the Island Ahmed Kathrada jotted 
down quotations which he came across and liked; these consisted largely of proverbs, aphorisms, 
poetry, drama extracts as well as passages from books, magazines and newspapers. This collection 
eventually amounted to several thousand items contained in seven books, which Kathrada explains 
that he himself is not sure why he collected them. He started the habit as a young school-age 
politician when he realised that all well-chosen quotations would add authority and some substance 
to a bland speech in his school’s debating society. The Robben Island collection continued this 
activity precisely because it was forbidden. The range of selection was limited to the meagreness of 
the prison library and the few items the prisoners could smuggle in and even when they were 
allowed to pursue graduate studies, prison censors tightly controlled this. Most of these quotations, 
as Tim Couzens reveals in the publication, were directed against the arbitrary rule and constrictive 
nature of state power, which related to his condition in prison. But what did these quotations really 
mean to Kathrada? The most obvious answer, Couzens points out, is that sayings often bring 
comfort and represent essential and eternal truths, mottos we wish to live by. They represent a 
larger experience, either a folktale or a parable. But for Kathrada these quotations also reminded 
him that he was not alone in time or space.88  
 
Kathrada explains that in prison, as a coping mechanism he needed to assert a little freedom in the 
hope of at least preserving the vision of a greater freedom. Collecting these quotes as well as 
reading them might have given him a sense of hope and liberation from the confines of prison and 
his prison sentence. These were in fact significant items to him because he reveals that upon his 
release in 1989, he took with him many cardboard cartons but his most prized possessions were an 
“Oxford Book of English Verse” and Shakespeare’s complete works, which he managed to keep 
with him through six different prisons. Amongst these there were also nine hundred carbon copies 
of letters he had written and an equivalent number of those received as well as the seven notebooks 
filled with quotations. Kathrada explains that one of reasons he kept these was that whenever he 
jotted a quotation down it simply made him feel better. He adds that these were important to him 
because during his imprisonment he was deprived of all his study privileges and on several 
occasions as punishment for some transgression or other. Every book, except the Bible, was taken 
away and this was particularly severe when a manuscript about Mandela was uncovered in the 
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garden. All his material and that of his colleagues were confiscated and locked in an empty cell but 
he later repossessed these after persuading some replacement warders, who were unaware of their 
intention, to clean the empty cell. And so the quotation notebooks themselves are literally 
representative of freedom, in addition to containing in their writings the free thoughts of some great 
minds.89  
 
We know much less about why Meer created the images displayed at the Women’s Jail or even her 
prison dairy, which is one of the publications she wrote and contributed towards as an activist and 
socialist. Perhaps the very act of creating these like Kathrada’s notebooks of quotations was indeed 
an act of defiance, as this was not permitted. They may have been a mere record of her time in jail, 
but readings of these paintings suggest her political views may have also conditioned the way she 
chose to represent her experience of being in jail, by portraying the cruelty of the apartheid regime 
and the humiliation of women incarcerated as criminals at the Women’s Jail. It may have also been 
a political act which goes beyond the definitions of ‘prison art’, and, according to an article about 
art made in prison, often it’s given this title to demonstrate an aesthetic distinction that usually says 
little about the actual work. But it can also reflect meaningful conditions under which art is made 
and has an enormous effect on the character of an artist’s work. Prison reality includes boredom, 
severely restricted tools and lack of materials, which allows for only certain kinds of work to be 
created. This type of art has qualities that give such labels meaning, but it also demonstrates that 
style and technique are not simply choices made by these artists, but are usually a culmination of 
loneliness, frustration and the struggle to express. 90 But, in Meer’s case, her obsessive emphasis on 
details not only shows consciousness of imprisonment but also the desire to include everything 
within the picture because she was documenting rather than expressing her feelings although these 
are not necessarily exclusive. Painting could have also been a means to transcend the confines of 
the prison, because creativity defies the attempt of the prison to make prisoners conform and act in 
predictable ways, in other words prisoners can resist attempts to imprison their minds. 
 
There are many possible motives for why Meer may have created these images but even she does 
not give an indication of this, not even in her prison diary. Perhaps this is because these were 
considered ‘illegal’ images and therefore any knowledge of them could have jeopardised her 
chances of getting out of detention. There are twenty images that are now part of the Constitution 
Hill archives collection, done in a range of materials that include pencil, ballpoint pen, poster and 
watercolour paint. They are all titled and some have captions describing the picture. Detainees’ 
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Cells (1) (figure 17) and Detainees’ Cells (2) (figure 18) are a set that depicts the same scene or 
routine on different days. Part of the caption to Detainees’ Cells (2) describes the scene in 
Detainees’ Cells (1) and is dated September. It shows a group of women Jeannie Noel, Sibongile 
Kubekha, Sally Motlana, Cecily Palmer, Joyce Seroke, Vesta Smith and Beauty, during their ‘free’ 
time in the afternoon. They are all engaged in various activities and all except Beauty are 
interacting with each other. They are all except for one facing away from the viewer and there is no 
specific focal point although the wall dividing the narrative interrupts the picture. They are dressed 
in different colour clothing most likely their own clothing and they are seated on the verandah 
during their free time. One of them is reading a book. It is one of the few works done in pen with 
thin washes of watercolour paint. Unlike Detainees’ (2) it shows the improvisation of material 
where, when she started making drawings, as Meer explains in a caption of one of first and the few 
works done in pen – “The Cells”(figure 19), she was only allowed a ballpoint pen. Later she was 
allowed more ballpoints but of different colours, thereafter the poster paints were allowed under 
strict instruction to paint only flowers. In some places the image appears rushed or seems as if she 
was running out of material and this gives the image a sense of credibility. It is also not clear where 
Meer places herself in this image or in any of the images and this supports the assumption that she 
created these images in secret perhaps while in her cell, considering she was only allowed to paint 
flowers.  
 
Most of the paintings have a voyeuristic quality almost as if Meer was painting as an observer 
rather than a detainee. But perhaps this is because she saw herself as a socialist and political activist 
and felt the need to document and present what was happening in the prison and under apartheid. 
However she does also gives herself a strong presence in the picture, which is indicated by the 
caption accompanying the image where she uses words like ‘our’ and ‘we’, as well as the direct 
frontal view of the Detainees’ (2) that looks as if she was positioned in front of the scene while 
painting. It also appears as though this version of this set was a lot less rushed with a certain level 
of control of the painting medium. In some places there are even layers of paint application and a 
mixture of materials, like paint and pen, implying that she gave thought to colour and 
experimenting with materials. So besides merely creating a record, Meer also appears to have had a 
basic understanding of elements of art where she shows perspective and gives the picture a sense of 
depth in her treatment of things like the doors of the cells and the way the women are seated. Both 
images also have an enormous amount of detail that tell one that Meer not only wanted to show the 
mundane routine of being in prison, but as suggested in her dairy entry during this month, her very 
act of painting them, emphasised how informed and defiant this group of women were.  
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On the entry of Friday 10th September 1976 she describes the routine for the day and writes:  
 
We are allowed to be together from about 9.30 a.m to 11.30 a.m 
Most of our time is used cleaning, washing, bathing, and sitting on 
the stoep, talking. This has made a great difference to our lives.    
We laugh away our imprisonment, sing it away, dance it away; we 
read, discuss, and write down our thoughts as I do now.91 
 
So, in a sense she was also ‘painting away’ her time in prison suggesting that the very act of 
creation is an act of resistance. Each of the women in the painting has been given distinct 
characteristics that set them apart as individuals rather than being viewed as prisoners or even the 
criminals that some of the charges they were detained for suggest. They are also not dressed in the 
convicted prisoners’ uniforms stressing their distinction as women who were not psychologically 
imprisoned. Although this pair could have been presented together as banners only Detainees (2) 
was selected as one of the five images to be enlarged into a banner and placed on the lawn of the 
Women’s Jail, in a position that seems to echo the architectural features of the actual building. The 
possible reasons for selecting this image for reproduction as a banner will be discussed later in the 
chapter in relation to the other four images that accompany it.  
 
In contrast to this and also one of the five images enlarged into a banner is The Prisoners (figure 
20). As the title states, the figures represent convicted prisoners and are therefore dressed in the 
prison uniform, which consisted of only a blue overall dress and a red wrap. This group of women 
are painted standing awkwardly together and Meer shows their discomfort through this and their 
facial expressions. Their hands are behind their bodies and two of them are not wearing shoes. They 
have been placed in the centre of the picture emphasising them as one entity and further more by 
the uniform. Yet, although there is no way of differentiating one from the other, their faces are 
different-one of them is even slightly darker in complexion than the rest. This could again be seen 
as intentional or as a way of resisting the universal conformity imposed by prison. They look 
familiar, almost as if they symbolically represent the hundreds of other nameless black women once 
in the same position. These prisoners, as indicated by Meer in the caption accompanying the image, 
were brought to their yard to clean the place in expectation of a visit from the International Red 
Cross. She writes of how the group of prisoners stood before her and her fellow detainees 
“bemused, not knowing what was expected of them”.92 The caption of the painting indicates the 
date as the 7th of December 1976 (7-12-1976) and in her dairy entry for this day she talks about the 
days events including of visits from her husband and both her daughters as well as Helen Joseph 
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and ends the day by painting till very late and listening to the late night news.93 Information like 
dates on the images can therefore be linked to the diary entries and this cross reference between the 
two sources could be useful in determining possible readings and meanings of the paintings. There 
are many possibilities, including defiance and resistance but this was evidently not a primary 
concern in Meer’s representation of prison life.   
 
In Morning in the Prison Yard (figure 21) for example, the image looks like an aerial view of the 
prison, depicting various scenes in one picture. It shows how there were more divisions within 
groups that had already been classified in the prison system, like the distinction between awaiting 
trial prisoners and convicted prisoners. The awaiting trial prisoners were kept dressed in the clothes 
they arrived in and some of them, as revealed in the image, were arrested with children. She uses 
bright colours for the clothing of the awaiting trial prisoners perhaps a way of showing that they are 
from the outside. The convicted prisoners are distinctly dressed in the prison uniform. Like the 
other images, Prison Yard or My Cell (1) and My Cell (2), this has an incredible amount of detail 
almost obsessively rendered, as if she was trying to show as much evidence as possible with very 
limited space. All the bricks on the walls of the buildings for example are meticulously rendered. 
The focal point of the painting is the three figures in the foreground, two are carrying bathing water 
for other prisoners (presumably political prisoners because Meer says ‘our’ bathing water in the 
caption) and the other is carrying a flask with boiling water. For someone who was not necessarily 
trained in painting, Meer achieves impeccable detail especially with a difficult medium to use like 
watercolours, which requires patience and control. There is a sense that even though the political 
prisoners felt part of the masses in that they were fighting apartheid, they also viewed themselves as 
different from the rest of the prisoners due to the circumstances that led to their incarceration. They 
did not see themselves as criminals, even though under apartheid they were considered as such, but 
were arrested and tried for defying the state. 
 
Similar to this image, is Prison Yard (figure 22), which also shows a kind of aerial shot because it 
looks as if Meer is standing above and from a distance. In the caption Meer gives a detailed 
architectural description of different spaces in the prison leading from the point shown in the image. 
She explains how she did this sketch hurriedly, through a slit in the door her yard, which is 
explicable because she was painting in secret, possibly under pressure, yet even in these images she 
achieves impeccable detail. There is vegetable garden in the foreground and the plant (hydrangea) 
is the focal point, having a peculiar, almost sinister, presence and illusive beauty in the picture. As 
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revealed by Meer in the caption, it formed part of the vegetable garden that provided hard labour for 
convicted prisoners: in addition to the laundering, this was the main commercial enterprise of the 
prison. The buildings seem exaggerated in terms of height, especially in relation to the rows of 
small-scale women standing in front of it; perhaps this was intentional as a representation of the 
power of the apartheid regime they were up against. The women and the vegetables are of a similar 
scale and similar number which could also be read as an attempt to show that the women were 
treated as insignificant by state power. Both these paintings are also significant because they not 
only show the actual brick faced building that still stands today but also because they authenticate 
and substantiate Meer’s memories as well as those of other women who were once incarcerated 
there.   
 
In some of the paintings’ titles Meer is making reference to other kinds of social dynamics that 
were part of the prisoners’ daily routine other than that of authority, restriction and control between 
the prisoners and the warders. In The Card Players (figure 23) Meer shows a group of five women 
playing cards, and if she had not indicated the warder in the caption, the viewer would not be able 
to tell the difference between her and the other four women. It is also one of the few paintings that 
is dated (3/10/76) and could therefore be referenced to a diary entry as a way of determining how 
moments such as these slipped past the watchful eye of prison authorities. On this day, though, 
Meer does not mention making an artwork, but rather talks about her obstacle of trying to get a 
bucket from one of the wardresses to do her laundry and her concern over a group of teenagers that 
was supposed to be moved to another yard.  But she also reveals that the matron who usually 
inspected them in the morning was away that day and so one of the younger wardresses ‘took over 
the ritual herself and it made things easier’.94 It was also a Sunday and Meer sounds nostalgic, 
missing her husband Ismail after not seeing him for more than a week. The image is one of the few 
which show women close up, where Meer focuses on the forms and activities that exclude evidence 
of the jail. There is no trace of the brick faced wall background, which is a distinct visual 
characteristic that runs through almost all the work, but rather a strange ultra marine blue 
background that darkens around the wardress. The different colours of their clothing and the 
different types of headgear they are wearing are all carefully treated to emphasise how each of the 
women represented should be viewed as an individual rather than a prisoner. This is also clear in 
their facial features and expressions as well as their gestures where Meer has drawn the wardress 
for instances, with her head bowed as if she’s hiding or does not want to be recognised and 
accentuated the one woman’s cheekbones. It is very colourful work and feels celebratory in the 
sense that such a small activity probably brought them a lot of joy in a place and time of despair. It 
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is a memory of that moment where they did not feel like they were prisoners but as women 
regardless of the kind of authority they had over one another.  
 
Like this image Prison Walls (figure 24) shows a wardress, named as Cecelia in Meer’s notes, 
playing a game of Spill & Spell with awaiting trial prisoner Edith Mbandla. They are both breaking 
a rule so why were they taking such a risk? Meer does not explain this but rather focuses on the 
spatial configuration of the walls in the picture plane, which take up most of the image and perhaps 
are meant to visualise the magnitude of all that they had to overcome during this time. The image of 
the wardress is intriguing. It is as though Meer is deliberately trying to emphasise an awkward 
moment between the two women by distorting the wardresses’ sitting position and placing them in 
an uncomfortable unsettling corner of the prison yard using perspective and depth. Favourite 
Pastime (figure 25) shows a similar scenario but feels less uncomfortable although it also has the 
overwhelming brick face background. The two women look more relaxed and this is shown in their 
gestures; the one’s arm is resting lazily upon the other’s knee. It also appears as if Meer was facing 
them and looking at them from a distance, unlike Hair Plaiting (figure 26) which shows the two 
women facing away from the viewer. There may have been other moments like these, where 
women interacted beyond the barriers of a restrictive environment and carried on with ‘normal’ 
activities as opposed to behaving like criminals as implied by their circumstances. But these kinds 
of interpretations are not easy to explore in an overwhelmingly political narrative that portrays 
matters in simple terms of good versus evil.  Like the previous image of the prison yard, the 
selection of Prison Walls (figure 24) as one of the banners displayed on the lawn of the Women’s 
Jail is used to authenticate it as a true reflection of what happened at the prison because it shows the 
actual building of the jail. But it could also be understood as symbolically carrying meaning that 
enhances the theme of reconciliation, which was a large part of the nation building agenda, where 
two opposing sides of the prison system have demolished the walls between them, with no sense of 
authority of one over the other. The works discussed above suggest dynamics that came into play 
other than those of the oppressor and the oppressed, and showed women doing intimate, calming 
activity that allowed them to interact and converse more privately. Plaiting hair is also an act of 
adornment that showed that women still had a sense of pride and wanted to beautify themselves 
despite their circumstances and perhaps expressing the desire to re-connect with their life at home 
through doing these activities despite their displacement in jail.  
 
There are also works that are clearly about escaping the confines of jail. The Outside (1) (figure 27) 
is divided into two, peculiarly showing both the inside and the outside of the prison at the same 
time. A blue-sky line with some trees and the Hertzog tower showing in the distance represents the 
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outside. This, as indicated by Meer was the only view of nature they had from inside the prison. 
Like The Outside (2) (figure 28) it has a vast dreamy blue sky that is intentionally interrupted by the 
tree because it alludes to freedom and the world outside. There is a sense of longing evident in both 
works and a sense that Meer was thinking or missing the outside when she made these paintings. 
On the morning of Saturday 4th September Meer is having a conversation with two of her fellow 
detainees in which they are fantasising about spending the day at Zoo Lake. They talk about how 
they could cycle and take a picnic with and not worrying about the whites.95 Perhaps these two 
paintings could be alluding to moments like these where the detainees fantasised about the things 
they missed and yearned for from the outside world. Then there are works like Toil and Toilet 
(figure 29) and Hard Labour (figure 30) which talk directly about the hush realities of prison life 
then; cold showers, appalling ablution facilities, and severe punishment for not conforming. Here 
Meer focuses on the postures of the figures to show the discomfort and awkward positions they 
often encountered as a form of punishment or hard labour. In Toil and Toilet for instance, one 
figure is kneeling and the other is squatting while fetching some water. They do not have 
recognisable facial features although Meer takes great care in painting the one woman’s blue shirt 
and indicates that it is Sibongile and Joyce doing their laundry. The two open doors next to them 
are the toilet and bathroom, which was also used as a garden shed. The box appearing on the edge 
of the furthest door is as described by Meer, filled with old, rusty, waste bin lids, old mats, blankets.   
 
My Cell (1) (figure 31) and My Cell (2) (figure 32) are two of the most intimate and personal of the 
paintings depicting Meer’s individual cell. They are the only ones that show the inside of the prison 
cells, showing some of the utensils the prisoners were allowed to use, like a sanitary bucket and a 
few personal items. In My Cell (1) Meer depicts the bolted door of the cell as the focal point of the 
image, which places emphasis on the room as a small uncomfortable space.  There is what looks 
like a towel and cap hanging on the right side of the door and a few items like a newspaper and a 
sanitary bucket on the floor. It is not clear when Meer created this image because it is not dated but 
she gives a description of the cell in her diary, which is made more vivid by these two images.96 
They are a lot more contemplative and perhaps this is because she had more privacy to complete 
them. My Cell (1) is even slightly larger than the rest of the paintings, which accentuates the 
emphasis on the walls and in My Cell (2) the bed has a strange perspective that makes it look as 
though it is falling out of the picture in a manner similar to the furniture in Van Gogh’s “Blue 
Room” or “La Chambre à Arles” (figure 33) The paint treatment on the bed is expressive and 
luxurious and Meer mentions in the caption how her fellow detainees think her ‘colour treatment 
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has transformed the cell into a suite at the Holiday Inn’.  So why did she represent it as much more 
luxurious that it was? Perhaps Meer was emphasising a sense of pride and dignity she maintained 
throughout her detention. Political prisoners differentiated themselves because they believed they 
were imprisoned for a different cause. They were also given other privileges different from the rest 
of the prisoners, being allowed reading material and, as shown in Meer’s painting, this included 
newspapers that informed them of current events happening outside the jail.  
 
It seems then, that Meer was aware of stylistic techniques that were not just arbitrary but aimed at 
achieving a specific feeling and outcome. But with the exception of the two cell paintings, which 
may have been painted inside the cell, these paintings were largely based on memory and therefore 
pose questions around the level of interpretation in the work. A painting is more susceptible to 
manipulation than say, a photograph, and so its possible that Meer could have distorted and 
exaggerated certain aspects of her paintings to achieve. An analogy with the work of Ernest Cole97, 
whose photographs reflected the texture of the everyday, depicting ordinary people’s struggles 
during apartheid, serves to demonstrate how these paintings differed from his documentary 
approach. Like Meer’s images Cole’s photographs were taken discreetly showing the humiliating 
ordeals many people of colour had to encounter during apartheid especially in urban areas and mine 
compounds where their movement was restricted and their bodies strictly monitored. Cole’s 
photographs emphasised the violation and humiliation of physical control and then on streets – 
often the bleakness of apartheid (figure 32 and 33). Meer’s pictures, however, do not have the same 
intensity – no physical violation or even extreme bleakness is shown. There is a sense that she 
wanted to maintain a sense of dignity and humility in the figures she represented and this quality 
enhances the visitor experience in a particular way. Visitors are able to identify with the subjects in 
the images not only as viewers but also on a personal level that allows them to imagine what it was 
like in prison. They show the tenacious efforts of women to remain human in spite of the inhumane 
conditions they lived in and allow for a deeper kind of reflection, although enlarging them into 
banners tends to distort the level of intimacy conveyed by each one. The selection of five out of 
twenty images for banners also tends to detract from the overall effect of how visitors could gain a 
better understanding from Meer’s paintings of the Women’s Jail as a hybrid space that is comprised 
of complex human relationships between women from various backgrounds. This also conceals the 
impact these images would have if they were presented as a series/set if visitors were aware that she 
made twenty instead of five. 
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During the research stages of setting up this museum, it was established that, besides the paintings 
done in secret by Fatima Meer, there were only three (3) archival photographic documentations of 
Number Four while it was still in operation as a prison. As a result the curators of the museum 
relied on former warder and prisoners’ testimonies to understand the rhythms and workings of a 
place that occupied a central place in the psyche of mainly black people living in Johannesburg. The 
curators developed a series of workshops to find mechanisms through which memories that have 
been deeply suppressed, erased or reconstructed could be best surfaced, represented and legitimated 
in the public realm. As one of the lead consultants in this project, Segal explains that there were 
several challenges in the initial workshops aimed at obtaining information about the prison; the first 
was to locate the former prisoners, as there was no register of prisoners to refer to.98 The Mapping 
Memory99 project therefore consisted of mainly political prisoners who were imprisoned for directly 
participating in political activities against the system; many others were thrown into jail because 
they had transgressed one of the many discriminatory laws of the apartheid regime and laws against 
prostitution, but were more difficult to locate. Hence the exhibition content to a large extent relies 
on the participants of this project’s testimonies to give the visitor a sense of the site’s history. The 
curators adopted oral methodologies and the processes of encouraging participants to draw or paint 
to give their memories a unique form determined by a strongly autobiographical approach. Many of 
the prisoners, as Segal points out had never considered using drawing as a means of recording and 
unearthing memory. The main intention was to ensure that the former prisoners played a key role in 
the development of the new heritage site of Constitution Hill even though they might not have been 
especially articulate in the spoken or written word and experimented with new ways of expressing 
their recollections of the prison. And for some it did prove to be a very effective way of 
representing the sense that they had been violated by the prison system. And so Constitution Hill is 
faced with the challenge of appropriately using contemporary means to represent historical memory 
and communicating these memories in ways that are vivid and more likely to connect with 
contemporary visitors than long, written texts. 
 
Meer is presented as one of the political heroines at the Women’s Jail, not because she was brave 
enough to create these images while in detention, but primarily because she played a critical role in 
the liberation movement. Her testimony, however, is represented only through the five selected 
visual forms in banners rather than by her political work that ultimately led to her detention at the 
Women’s Jail. Like Barbara Hogan100, who also came from an educated and academic background, 
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Meer was one of the few women whose recollection of the prison comes across as articulate and 
meticulous, perhaps because they could keep records of their experiences. In her prison diary, Meer 
tells of how she was treated differently from other prisoners and allowed certain privileges, firstly 
because she was not classified as a black but ‘Asian’ and, secondly because she was a high profile 
figure detained on ‘serious’ charges. So even in prison she had a status different from that of other 
prisoners based on racial classification in the prison system, and her place in the socio-political 
arena in the outside. This allowed her access to the paint and paper which the prison warders 
believed she used, to paint birthday and Christmas cards for other prisoners. To draw or document 
any part of the prison was not permitted; yet Meer was able to create a total of twenty images 
although not all were politically motivated. Some were smuggled out of the prison through her 
lawyer during consultation and Winnie Madikizela-Mandela smuggled the rest through one of the 
black warders.101 The five images selected for reproduction as banners seem to portray and place 
emphasis on the theme that shows the cruelty and inhumane treatment of prisoners by the apartheid 
regime. How does enlarging these paintings and placing them in a different space and form, impact 
the way in which viewers interpreter them? And considering the Court’s devotion to visual arts in 
conveying its message, why are these paintings not part of this collection?  
 
The reason Meer’s paintings may have been left out of this collection could be because she was not 
an artist and her images are therefore not viewed as artworks but rather as documents with 
evidential value that support and authenticate the harsh conditions of a prison system that supported 
the apartheid method of oppression and classification through race. But they have been presented as 
banners and not as the actual paintings themselves. The latter are in a fragile state and not properly 
conserved, meaning they will quickly disintegrate. So, if their value indeed lies in the fact that they 
are documents, then perhaps they should be given a greater sense of value and not seen as amateur 
or folk art and adopted by the court for conserving. Although their placement as banners within the 
site was largely based on a curatorial decision to place these where Meer is believed to have created 
them, at the same time they accentuate a narrative that wishes to present the history of the Women’s 
Jail in a particular way. Viewers experience them as enlarged banners placed at the entrance to the 
jail in a different time and environment from when they were created while the original paintings sit 
in the archival storeroom hidden from the public. Altering the original form of the paintings not 
only distorts authentic properties and excludes their context, it also brings into question the level of 
interpretation by both the creator and the curator. They are no longer in the controlled, restrictive 
space of the prison that has been transformed into an open space that is intended to represent a 
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sense of peace and hope for the future while at the same time reminding us of the terrible past that 
many were subjected to. My analysis of these paintings therefore suggests a way of exploring how 
they could be used as resources to challenge the stereotypical reading of the history of South 
Africa’s fight for liberation. By exploring the difference between Meer’s production of these 
paintings as records of her time in the jail – although they were in fact more that this – and their 
reproduction as icons of the struggle in a different media and a different space, I am suggesting that 
they may possess nuances that add a different interpretation to the social dynamics of the prison.  
 
The Court’s collection, as explained by Judge Albie Sachs, collected itself as a sort of serendipity 
activity based on donations from artists and galleries. However this is not necessarily accurate 
because collections do not simply collect themselves without prior assembling of its constituent 
parts. It had to be artistic work about expressing a new national identity embodied in the court’s 
building. He explains that they were not necessarily looking for ‘denunciatory’ or ‘triumphalist’ 
work but rather ‘works of a high aesthetic quality that represents the spirit of human dignity in all 
its varied manifestations’. To Sachs, this collection is distinctly different to other public collections 
because it is intrinsically ‘integrated into the very fabric of the court building’.102 Works 
incorporated into the building include installations, sculptures, and functional works like welded 
security gates but there are also movable artworks which required finding an appropriate place with 
particular attention paid to conservation. But despite the focus on contemporary art pieces, the 
works of Gerard Sekoto and Dumile Feni were also included to create a balance between the past 
and the present, so Meer’s paintings would not be displaced in the court building, especially as they 
pertain to the site.103 The collection, as explained by Karel Nel and Bronwyn Law-Viljoen, is the 
type that was intended to ‘mature and be written as well as criticised and praised in equal 
measures… becoming a different kind of collection in time’.104 The addition of the Meer paintings 
to this collection would not only be sensible in terms of preserving them but also in the value they 
will add. And in the challenge they mount to elitist and gendered understanding of what constitutes 
important artists.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
Meer’s paintings are a visual testimony and artworks, which suggests they fall into an ideological 
framework within art-making that may have informed her process, as well as how she would 
represent what was happening around her. But the shift towards cultural resistance in South 
Africans’ artists’ thinking came much later than when she created these images, which suggests that 
these images may have been influential before struggle imagery was explored and used in mass 
campaigns. The impact of censorship and as a result the paucity of documentation of cultural 
resistance material during this time makes discussion on Meer’s paintings and Constitution Hill 
about how cultural resistance. This chapter of my report examines a few cultural initiatives 
established in the early 1980s as an attempt to determine the kind of ideological climate that may 
have informed Meer and perhaps others’ turn to cultural expression as a way of resisting. At first 
Meer used the small stationery supplies she was allowed in prison for recreational use that is - 
making birthday cards and drawings for her fellow detainees - but she later began using these 
materials to defy and expose the conditions of the harsh unjust prison system.  
 
In the wake of the 1976 uprising, the State of Emergency imposed by the government sparked a 
political and cultural mobilization amongst many in South Africa. From the content and context of 
posters created during the 70s and 80s, it is clear that, as people began voicing their political 
concerns and beliefs, they also learnt to express this through various cultural forms that were often 
contested and debatable. This new form of expression was important because, over the decades, 
apartheid had severely distorted the practice and perception of culture, following the same pattern 
as earlier colonisation where culture was used to justify claims that Western cultures were superior. 
Just as apartheid theory denied the existence of permanent black residents in urban areas, apartheid 
culture denied the existence of an emergent black urban culture. And so people developed their own 
forms of cultural expression despite official attitudes and structures, and the lack of resources. With 
the earliest shantytowns and illegal shebeens came Marabi and the roots of South African jazz, a 
tradition, which produced a number of internationally known musicians, like Hugh Masikela whose 
music became a form of cultural and liberation struggle discourse. Music and singing featured 
prominently at the Old Fort and this is well presented by the recordings that play in the 
Constitutional Square where the Awaiting Trial Blocks used to be. Publications like Drum 
magazine became influential in the black community and developed a distinctive style of prose 
writing and the early 1970’s saw a wealth of poetry and theatre linked to students and black 
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consciousness movements, directly tied to political defiance.105 Following the 1976 Uprisings, 
numerous political activists were detained and kept in solitary confinement awaiting trial and many 
others were banned along with the organisations they were affiliated to. As a result the few images 
that were made and banned because they promoted the liberation movement and those of leaders 
such as Mandela, became iconic as they were repeatedly circulated within communities. Public 
mass protest and the use of graphics had declined after the banning of the ANC and PAC in the 
1960s, which suggests that there may have been an earlier tradition of imagery that Meer might 
have fitted into or been influenced by. But in the 70s, trade unions emerged as a major force in 
South Africa and the idea of mass based militancy was revived and undoubtedly, new forms of 
communication and visible public protest were being developed. Worker education was important 
during this time, so we know people were thinking about how to teach others, who were not very 
literate, about using images to express an idea, even though the use of imagery during protests came 
at a later stage with the introduction of posters.106  
 
Meer’s images were created prior to this, during a time of political upheaval when the youth across 
the country changed the face of the struggle. During these protests the use of individually made 
placards was more popular because these were easy to create but it was only in the late 1970s that 
the use of posters and imagery became prominent with the development of printing techniques that 
allowed mass production. The use of imagery in posters during the 1980s can therefore be seen as a 
culmination of earlier methods when political organisations such as the ANC turned to culture when 
military option seemed unsuccessful.  
 
In her autobiography Zareena Maharaj mentions being part of a cultural club called the Mayibuye in 
the early 1970s, which was a cultural unit of the ANC in London. Through song and poetry the 
group aimed to take the message of the South African struggle to the British people. It became very 
successful with requests to perform in various parts of Europe and for the first time there was this 
idea of using cultural forms to politicise people and carry the struggle forward on a much larger 
scale.107 But the use of culture as a weapon of resistance became more prominent in the early 
eighties when a number of organisations such as The MEDU Art Ensemble, The End Conscription 
Campaign and the 1982 Culture and Resistance Symposium and Festival held in Gaborone, 
Botswana were established to explore how culture could be used to resist apartheid.  
                                                
105 The Poster Book Collective and South African History Archive, Images of Defiance: South African Resistance Posters of the 1980’s,  
    2004, pp 158-159. 
106 The Poster Book Collective and SAHA, Images of Defiance: South African Resistance Posters of the 1980’s, 2004, pp2-4 
107 Z. Maharaj, Dancing to a Different Rhythm: A Memoir, 2006, pp83-84  
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The Culture and Resistance Symposium and Festival held in 1982 in Gaborone, Botswana served to 
draw attention to the idea of using culture as a means of resistance and encourage artists to engage, 
explore and express realities and demands of marginalised and oppressed communities instead of 
working in isolation. The aim of the conference was to find a unified means of culturally mobilizing 
masses in a campaign against the apartheid regime.108 Indeed, this notion of art becoming closer to 
the community was reiterated in numerous ways was included in a paper delivered at the festival by 
Dikobe Wamogale Martins, which states that art needed to become a process; ‘a living growing 
thing that people could relate to, identify with, be part of and understand; not a mysterious world 
apart from them’. The conference was a coming together of practitioners the use different forms of 
the arts including visual, literature, theatre and music. An exhibition under the theme Art towards 
Social Development was also held to coincide with the festival. It aimed to reflect the constant 
battle among cultural workers to find a place in a society where they are not merely ‘entertainers’ 
but are rather seen as making an important contribution to the development of the communities they 
live in. Under apartheid, artists, according to Martins, would have to face up to and challenge the 
prevailing power structure by raising the level of consciousness among the people, by expanding 
boundaries of visual and conceptual experience.109 
 
The Culture and Resistance Symposium and Festival, and the Art for Social Development 
exhibition, hosted by Medu Art Ensemble, brought together about 2000 people, mostly from South 
Africa. In the introduction to the first newsletter of the MEDU ensemble, writer Boitumelo 
Makunga makes reference to the poet Keorapetse Kgositsile regarding the role of culture in social 
and political matters. According to the poet, every society has a culture and of course this culture 
differs from one society to another and even though it is the sum of what is produced by ‘man’ 
within society, it has a social and political basis.110 MEDU aimed at incorporating as many spheres 
of cultural expression within its network and did so by encompassing five diverse units – Theatre, 
Film, Photography, Publications & Research and Graphic Art Design. It had a lasting impact on the 
cultural life of artists in South Africa, and encouraged and fostered an exchange of ideas through 
various modes with artists from South Africa, the rest of Africa and international arenas.111 Judy 
Seidman joined the ensemble in the early 1980’s and often made contributions through illustrations 
and essays. In an article entitled Fine Art and Political Reality, Seidman points out that not all 
portrayals of the African situation were in the MEDU context politically motivated and that in 
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certain instances perceptions towards work from the township seem to ‘prettify’ poverty in a way 
that makes it more acceptable than not less so.  
A political artwork according to Seidman must deal with both social and political issues, it must not 
only record a situation but also criticise it.112 The role of the artist began to shift with less focus on 
the individualistic subjective approach and more on a consciously class-based understanding of 
their environment. Although South African political art only became a popular means of expression 
in the early 1980’s, it was still at its early stages when a distinct style and formal elements began to 
develop. Often art pieces had to go through a series of stages during production, whatever the 
method of expression or technique employed. The first stage is reliving the real-life experience and 
this experience would then either be linked to other knowledge, experiences or beliefs. The next 
stage and possibly the most critical, is the reproduction or description of the experience. It is thus 
this method of expression that combines the three stages of experience, relationships and 
reproduction to create a new meaning. Finally and by no means the least important is the audience 
interpretation.113 
 
The establishment of coalitions of anti-apartheid organisations such as the United Democratic Front 
(UDF) in 1983 also brought about a renewed mood of empowerment creating community events 
which gave many an opportunity to tell their stories with imagination, humour, and defiance. 
Reactions towards the harsh apartheid laws were often manifested through cultural campaigns 
organised by this coalition. Both the End Conscription Campaign and a number of women’s 
organisations employed various cultural modes of expression in anti apartheid campaigns. Centres 
such as the Community Arts Project in Cape Town, Funda Centre in Soweto and the Alexandra Art 
Centre just outside of Johannesburg, served as locations for cultural production and played vital 
roles in spreading art skills and ideologies. With an increase in political rallies, meetings and 
banning of organisations, cultural occasions provided a forum for people to collectively voice their 
concerns and celebrate their commitment to the fight for freedom. The apartheid regime recognized 
the significance of such events and reacted by banning many explicitly cultural events such as the 
1986 Cape Arts Festival. The political mobilisation of the 1980’s sparked off a massive surge in 
‘people’s culture’. This was a term developed by cultural activists who believed that culture could 
be used as a tool for mass mobilisation.114  
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Organisations like the Black Women’s Federation of which Meer was an executive member of, 
initiated various projects that aimed at engaging diverse communities.  Meer’s father was also the 
editor of a newspaper and she often helped with the distribution and work. This also meant she was 
exposed to imagery that was firstly supposedly illegal and secondly and perhaps more importantly 
viewed as emotional and evocative for a specific readership. This chapter was included to highlight 
the how imagery particularly politically charged imagery became an influential and essential part of 
the liberation movement. Historically the developments in the use of culture as a tool for mass 
mobilisation grew out of art made during the Russian Revolution called ‘agitprop’, which Meer and 
others could well have had knowledge. So Meer was aware of the power of imagery and how it can 
be used in propaganda. She was influenced by a growing sense of how culture could be deployed in 
the struggle, especially since she had such a well developed political consciousness by the mid 
1970s from when her paintings date. The cultural activity of the early 1980s was therefore a 
culmination of artists who were actively and consciously making work directed against apartheid, 
which stemmed from the ideologies of the 1970s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 55 
CONCLUSION 
 
Constitution Hill was built around the ideals of the Constitutional Court, which is about entrenching 
a democratic nation by juxtaposing the horrors of the past with the Court that protects citizens’ 
constitutional rights. It is a project dedicated to the nation-building agenda in which all South 
Africans are encouraged to participate. From the beginning the site was intended to be a growing 
project, like South Africa’s young democracy, that would enable visitors to be part of it. But as 
much as it aimed to include all in the process of building our democracy, it has been argued that the 
focus on a narrow political narrative tends to exclude the possibility of ‘other’ kinds of narratives 
that are not necessarily part of the prescribed story that narrates the history of the liberation 
struggle. It has been noted that there is a profoundly gendered story, and one that focuses on 
masculine public action. Usually, cultural forms of resistance are not very well represented. This 
report examines how issues of exclusivity and gender figure in this narrative. The report suggests 
that Constitution Hill militates against its own objectives by focusing on the strongly masculinist 
and narrowly political narrative. In this narrative women are usually portrayed as the nurturers and 
supporters – ‘the mothers’ of the nation. They are rarely shown as powerful political opponents 
(with the exception of the 1956 Women’s March) or as having gone through experiences that are 
different from those of men, or as narrators of their own stories speaking directly to the public.  
 
Thus, Meer’s paintings seem to offer something qualitatively different and acknowledge the role of 
art and culture as part of the resistance against apartheid. The paucity of scholarly literature 
pertaining to this subject is testament to how the narrow focus on the political narrative tends to 
detract from the overall picture of how people resisted the conditions imposed upon them during the 
apartheid era. Yet Meer was a member of an elite –having been highly educated and coming from 
an affluent family – along with other prominent figures commemorated at the Women’s Jail and 
this means that we may never hear the unmediated voices of less articulate and poorer women who 
were also part of this historical site, but whose traces are quickly vanishing. Currently the site’s 
development has been impaired by a lack of funds and resources and the indecisive direction of a 
permanent management body. The Johannesburg Development Agency (JDA) on behalf of Blue 
IQ115 previously managed the site, but this contract has since expired. The tours are also a concern 
as often they exclude sections of the museum, like the Women’s Jail, that are critical to how 
viewers understand and experience the place. The Court seems to be functioning more successfully 
than the museum because it is managed independently from the rest of the site, but perhaps this is 
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part of the process that presents a site of conscience dedicated to strengthening democracy against 
the reminder of an awful past.  
In Representing the nation: A readers histories, heritage and museums, editor Jessica Evan explains 
how over the years “the nation” has not only been seen as the object of political, geographical or 
economic analysis but also as a subject for cultural analysis. This, as she explains, is not just about 
applying a new method – cultural analysis enables us to conceptualize the object with a specific and 
characteristic set of emphasis. A nation is thus also a symbolic community, which creates powerful 
often-pathological allegiances to a cultural ideal.116 In South Africa nation-making is linked with 
the concept of reconciliation and building a new “rainbow nation”. It is clear that there are 
symbolic, historically produced practices that construct nationhood and national culture.  In the 
same publication Evans cites Benedict Anderson’s well known argument that explains that nations 
are best viewed as particular ways of ‘imagining’ bonds of human solidarity. However, the point 
about imagining is that nations have to be imagined in a particular and selective style, which 
achieves tangible and symbolic form in the traditions, museums, monuments and ceremonies in 
which it is constructed.117 The subject of Evan’s volume is an examination of ways in which 
particular ideas of the nation are created and embedded in the exhibitionary forms of a range of 
cultural practices and institutions, such as tourism, museums, expositions and heritage displays. 
Evans also makes us aware that the historical emergence of museum forms and the articulation of 
their collecting and display practices are often linked to a range of national and local cultural 
policies. Cultural aspects of the nation are about ways in which our sense of nationhood and a 
national identity is drawn from arrangements of making meaning from symbolic practices.  
 
In the end, what it means to be and feel South African, for example,is bound up with the ways 
South Africa as a nation and region is made tangible through repeated and recognisable symbolic 
forms, narratives and communicative styles. In museums this is achieved by a sum of cultural 
representations that make up the achievement of national identity through a function of the images 
and narratives that constitute it and provide it with its identity as nation.118 She further explains that 
the heritage sector is the instrumental use of representations and activities centred upon 
memorializing, preserving or re-enacting the past in order to protect and project a nation’s 
inheritance. The important question to ask however is: whose inheritance is claimed to be in need of 
protection? Evans’s enquiry is important in that it exposes the rhetoric of a nation’s inheritance. It 
reproduces the mystical idea that a country is composed of a single culture, and in this instance an 
inclusive culture in line with a constitution that is against repeating the errors of the past; with one 
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culture dominating other and where the narratives of those others who do not fit into this culture are 
often absent from most museums; those whose very presence is testament to a history of conflict are 
either romanticised or sanitized as discrete moments of error in the past.119  
 
In an article regarding the commemoration of struggle heroes, Sabine Marschall, explains that the 
process of defining an identity for a new nation can be observed to rest on memories of the past. 
Marschall’s article observes how in the post-apartheid era, the identification, preservation, 
celebration and display of heritage, especially the heritage of those previously marginalised, are 
flourishing throughout South Africa. The article examines how new monuments contribute to 
constructing new identities and how selected heroes are linked to processes of identity formation in 
the post-apartheid context. It suggests that by identifying and celebrating new heroes, as a nation 
we create a genealogy, a chosen ancestry – not in biological but ideological terms – that serves as a 
foundation for the construction of our preferred identity. The idea of a national heroes monument is 
usually motivated by the perceived need to bolster the idea of the nation, especially in situations 
where that nation-state has only recently been established or substantially redefined. The selection 
of heroes to be included in such a prestigious official mode of public commemoration is a direct 
reflection of the contemporary imagining of the nation. 120  The focus on the political aspect of 
Constitution Hill makes it an example of bad history as it explicitly excludes other stories that do 
not necessarily fit into the narrative of iconic figures of the liberation struggle. The contribution of 
women in particular has been vastly neglected, usually treated as separate from the rest of the 
historical account of the political struggle. Often this political narrative is selective and seems to 
enhance a specific kind of narrative, seldom allowing room for interpretation or even criticism. In 
many instances it appears to have a narrow elitist approach to the idea of heroism with the bulk of 
public commemorations consisting exclusively of male heroes. Such notions as indicated by the 
authors I have referenced must be rejected in favour of broader definitions and more inclusive 
processes of selection in order to be a truly open, all-inclusive and democratic form of 
commemorating the past.  
 
Resistance in the liberation movement should not only be understood in political terms but also as a 
culmination of ideas aimed at defying the apartheid regime. Meer’s paintings are significant 
because they suggest a broader understanding of the history of the Women’s Jail but they also 
highlight issues of exclusivity about who gets commemorated and in which manner. Although the 
curators of the Women’s Jail selection of stories were limited to the number and kind of participants 
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they worked with during projects like Mapping Memory, the museum content not only appears to 
favour a more recent part of the jail’s history but also places emphasis on a specific kind of 
narrative. The paintings by Meer selected for display as banners, seem to fall into this category and 
act as documents of evidence rather than a form of cultural expression that many of the detainees 
turned to in different ways, including singing, writing and collecting significant proverbs, for 
inspiration. They represent a new narrative that contributes towards a richer, broader understanding 
of the history of South Africa’s liberation movement and that of the site.  
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ILLUSTRATIONS 
Figure 1: The black female isolation 
cells. These feature five women who 
were once incarcerated within the 
small, cold rooms as either some 
form of punishment or interrogation. 
  
 
 
Figure 2: The white female section, 
here there are four rooms about 
Barbara Hogan, Esther, Daisy de 
Melke, and Sheila and Violet 
Weinberg. 
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Figure 3: The rose garden in front of the 
four rooms that used to be the white 
female section. 
 
 
   
 
 
Figure 4: Section 3 which became part of 
the Public Protector offices, to the right 
is the pathways that leads to the inside of 
the prison  
 
   
 
 
Figure 5: The Constitutional Hill 
Archives, in front of it is the communal 
shower where black women were forced 
to shower with cold water in full view of 
the offices across. 
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Figure 6: The entrance to the Women’s 
Jail, on the glass panel of the gate is 
names of mostly political prisoners who 
were held at the jail.  
 
 
   
 
  
Figure 7: Room where Barbara Hogan 
was held, with a video recording of her 
giving her testimony.  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Figure 8: Room where Esther Barsel was 
held while held as an accused of what 
became known as the Bram Fischer 
Trial. 
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Figure 9: Display cabinet showing the life 
of the notorious Daisy De Melker. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
Figure 10: Display cabinets showing the 
lives of Violet and Sheila Weinberg, 
mother and daughter and who very active 
members of the ANC. 
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Figure 11: An installation made out of 
dyed cloths and floor brushes display on 
the top level of the Women’s Jail Atrium. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
Figure 12: The pathway showing 
testimonies by some of the ex-
prisoners and warder leading to the 
inside of the main building. 
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Figure 13: The atrium, sometimes there is 
a projection reflected on the floor with 
quotes from different women who 
remember this space. 
 
   
 
   
Figure 14: A panel entitled Fatima’s Yard 
and Winnie’s Yard 
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MEER’S PAINTINGS 
 
 
 
Figure 15: Massacre at Soweto, 1976, Paint on paper (laminated), 29.5 x 40.7 cm 
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Figure 16: Wardress on guard, 1976, coloured pen on paper (in plastic sleeve), 29.8 x 20.4 cm  
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Figure 17: Detainees (1), (Picture 1), 1976, Coloured Ball point pens on paper, 20.4 x 30 cm 
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Figure 18: Detainees (2) - painting and banner on the next page -1976, Poster paint on paper, 27.5 x 25.3 cm 
“Our cells and some of us on our verandah in the afternoon.We are let our at 7.30 a.m. Routine: empty bucket, brush teeth, exercise, breakfast – 
in the yard in the winter, to catch the sun, and on the verandah in the summer -- scrub cells, launder, and bath. The mornings are thus busy. 
Lunch at 11.30. Lock up between 12 and 1.30 or 2; on the verandah as in these pictures until supper (4 p.m.) and lock up at 4.30 p.m. 
Picture 1 (September) :   Left to right, Jeannie Noel playing cards with Sibongile Kubekha (only her toes may be seen).  Sally Motlana muses in 
between reading her paper. Cecily Palmer, pensive, Joyce Seroke and Vesta Smith play Spill & Spell, and Beauty (hard labourer, convicted for 
incitement during the Kissinger visits when children were again shot at in Soweto) cleans our walls. 
Picture 2 (October) : Left to right, Joyce Seroke, musing, Cecily Palmer (same), Jeannie and Sibongile, Sally studies history at the door of her cell.” 
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Figure 19: The Cells, 1976, Ball point pen on paper,  20.5 x 30 cm  
 “In the beginning there was only the ballpoint pen. Later I was allowed more ballpoints of different colours. And later still came poster paint, with the 
strict instructions that I could paint only flowers. My first picture – The cells brick under corrugated iron – steel doors, water vessels (round ones) and 
sanitary pails- the latter were carried out each morning, emptied, washed, and took in to be locked up with us.  
The door in the wall leads to the prison yard and across to the main building, the original Fort, the nucleus of which is the large circular hall surrounded 
by a circular balcony. We imagined that at some point in history ladies leaned over the balcony while the generals did their things.  
We crossed the hall periodically to take our visits in a room divided into three passages by meshed steel – one for the prisoners, one for the police who 
censored our conversations, and the third for the visitors. We shouted across, six people, three separate conversations, catching and returning what we 
could in the half-hour allotted us.” 
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Figure 20: The Prisoners - painting and banner on the next page – 1976, Poster paint on paper, 18 x 20.5 cm  
“A battery of prisoners was brought into our yard on Wednesday (7-12-76) to clean the place in expectation of the visit by the International Red 
Cross. They stood bemused at the entrance, not knowing what was required of them. We sat on our verandah, some of us, eating the food brought 
in for us.” 
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Figure 21: Morning in the Prison Yard - painting and banner on the next page – 1976, Poster paint and ball point pen on 
paper, 22 x 29.5 cm  
 “ The two prisoners in the foreground are carrying our bath water from the kitchen. The other prisoner brings our flask of boiling water. The awaiting trial 
prisoners line up for breakfast on the left. The ‘convicted’ line up on the right. The three prisoners facing the wall are waiting for sanitary pads. They will get 
three each for the day.”  
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Figure 22: Prison Yard, 1976, Poster paint on paper, 29.8 x 20.4 cm  
The main prison yard we pass when coming to the front to take our visits. I did this sketch hurriedly through a slit in the door of our yard. Winnie’s 
yard comes first. In the foreground are some hydrangeas and a vegetable garden tha provides convicted prisoners with ‘hard labour’. The convicted 
prisoners are in blue and red doeks, the ‘awaiting trials’ in mufti. The doors to the Fort lead to an octagonal pillared hall, which is used as an assembly 
hall for prayers on Sundays. The prisoner’s cells radiate star-like from this hall, which also has an upper floor, leading off from a gallery.   
The octagonal hall leads off into a small courtyard, dominated by the two magnificent cycads which meet to form an arch, at the entrance of the office 
block and grille room. The courtyard also leads to the hospital and European cells (left) and the laundry (right). Laundering appears to be the only, or 
main, commercial enterprise of the prison.” 
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Figure 23: Fatima Meer, 1976, The Card Players, Coloured markers and ball point pens on paper, 20.8 x 30 cm  
“The wardress relaxed after a while, and allowed us to play cards, and played with us. She is in the green beret and orange uniform.” 
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Figure 24: Fatima Meer, 1976, Prison Walls - painting and banner on the next page  
- Poster paint on paper, 41. 5 x 29.5 cm  
 “The wardress Cecelia plays a game of Spill & Spell with awaiting trial prisoner, Edith Mbandla. Both are breaking rules.”  
 
 78 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 79 
 
 
Figure 25: Fatima Meer, 1976, Favourite Pastime , Poster paint on paper, 29.7 x 13.8 cm,  
“Plaiting each others hair, in the prison yard.” 
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Figure 26: Fatima Meer, 1976, Hair Plaiting , Pencil on paper, 21 x 29.5 cm 
“Vesta Smith plaits Sibongile Kubeka’s hair.” 
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Figure 27: Fatima Meer, 1976, The Outside (1), Poster paint on paper, 29 x 20.7 cm 
“The only view of Nature we had from our yard. The trees are in the man’s section of the Fort. The Hetzog tower in the distance.” 
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Figure 28: Fatima Meer, 1976, The Outside (2), Poster paint and ball point pen on paper, 15 x 29.7 cm  
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Figure 29: Fatima Meer, 1976, Toil and toilet, Poster paint on paper, 29.7 x 40.8 cm 
 
“The yard, in front of our cells, and two of us doing our washing. The first door leads into our toilet, the second into our bathroom, normally used as a 
garden shed. A huge box, just discernable in the picture, occupies a quarter of the space. It is filled with old, rusty waste bin lids. Old mats, blankets and 
refuge bins fill most of the remaining space. A laundry bath, rusty and leaking, is brought in each morning, the ‘hard labourers’ fill it with warm water, and 
we take turns bathing in it.  
There is one other tap in the yard, opposite the one in the picture, but you can only use one tap at a time, so in fact there is only one tap. We had one 
bucket among us, to use for laundry purposes but after a hassle, we were given another. Sibongile and Joyce are busy with their laundry.” 
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Figure 30: Fatima Meer, 1976, Hard Labour, Ball point pen on paper, 20 x 29.9 cm 
 
“For three weeks we were in solitary confinement, and during that time we were supposed not to know of each other’s existence. We would be let out 
individually to ‘bath’, and we would have to call out when finished, so that the yard would be cleared of other inhabitants, and then we would have to run 
into our cells, and be locked in. But there were ‘warden shortages’ at exercise time, and we were supervised two together, one in the front of the cells, 
the other at the back, with the warden standing in the middle and taking care that we did not walk in view of each other.” 
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Figure 31: Fatima Meer, 1976, My Cell (1) - painting and banner on the next page - Poster paint on paper,  
41.1 x 29.5 cm 
“ My cell, looking towards the door while lying on my sleep mat. The red plastic bag was used for soiled laundry; suitcase drips with clothes, 
handbag and towels. The sanitary bucket stands below.” 
 
 86 
 
 
 87 
 
 
Figure 32: Fatima Meer, 1976, My Cell (2), Poster paint on paper, 41.5 x 21.4 cm  
“The other view of my cell, looking from the door to my bed. Nana’s boxes have come in hand. I can touch both ends of the two walls with my arms, 
lying or sitting on my bed. The window is very much higher than in the picture. My fellow detainees say my colour treatment has transformed the cell 
into a suite at the Holiday Inn. Those are Ismail’s roses on my bookcase cum dressing table. The cell is not always so neat.” 
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Figure 33: Vincent Van Gogh, 1889, Blue Room” or “La Chambre  
à Arle, Oil on canvas, 57 x 74 cm 
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Figure 34: Ernest Cole, 1960 – 66, Black and white photograph,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 35: Ernest Cole, 1967, Black and white photograph 
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